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ABSTRACT
ELIZABETH BROOKS BRUENING: Themes of Transformation in the Operas of
Francis Poulenc: Gender, Spiritual, and Psychological
(Under the direction of Professor Amanda Johnston)

Although Francis Poulenc is perhaps best known for his one hundred and fifty
contributions to the genre of French art song, melodie, this study focuses on his mere
three operatic compositions. This work illustrates and analyzes the theme of
transformation within each of Francis Poulenc’s three operatic compositions: gender
transformation of Les Mamelles des Tiresias (1944), spiritual transformation of
Dialogues des Carmelites (1953), and psychological transformation of La Voix humaine
(1959). Research was conducted through viewing each production and studying its
musical score and libretto. Published works ranging from scholarly articles to Poulenc’s
personal journal were consulted in order to note parallels between on-stage character
transformation and Poulenc’s personal life at the time of each work’s composition. The
research revealed that there not only exists a form of transformation unique to each
operatic work, but also a theme of suffering on which each character’s transformation
heavily relies.
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Introduction

This paper seeks to identify three different themes of transformation within the
title female roles of Francis Poulenc’s (1899-1963) three operatic compositions: the
gender transformation of Therese in Les Mamelles de Tiresias (1944), the spiritual
transformation of Blanche de la Force in Dialogues des Carmelites (1953), and the
psychological transformation of File in Lm Voix humaine (1959). The manner in which
Poulenc musically portrayed transformation in each opera is also recognized. Further,
existing parallels between his personal life during each work’s composition and the three
female characters’ transformations are noted and analyzed.
Poulenc’s compositional output encompasses art song (known as melodie).
concerto, opera, oratorio, chamber work, and ballet. He also composed solo piano pieces
and a number of choral works, including motets. Poulenc experienced a very Parisian
upbringing surrounded by his wealthy, bourgeoisie family, and his childhood was free
from any financial concerns, enabling him to focus on his passion for composing.
During his twenties, Poulenc was a member of Les Six, a group of six young
composers who shared a preference for simple musical form and an opposition to
impressionism. Through his acceptance in the group, he met many important patrons of
the arts and fellow artists, such as writer Jean Cocteau, painters Pablo Picasso and Max
Jacob, and poet Guillaume Apollinaire.
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In 1936, Poulenc converted to Catholicism upon encountering the Black Virgin of
Rocamadour, France, which sparked a sudden alteration in his compositional output. He
began composing large-scale works inspired by religious texts and emotions, notably
Litanies a la Vierge noire (1936), Quatre motets pour un temps de penitence (1939),
Quatre petites prieres de Saint Frangois d’Assise (1949), and Gloria (1959), rather than
the small-scale melodies that generally used emotionally lighter and more flippant
material. Poulenc’s conversion also marked a sudden prolific compositional output for
female voices. While the large majority of his melodies were written in collaboration
with the renowned French baritone Pierre Bemac, Poulenc’s operatic works featured title
female roles written specifically for his dear friend, soprano Denise Duval. The
conversion also fortified Poulenc’s belief that grace succeeds a period of torment.
aligning with Christian dogma and biblical legend.
In 1957, French journalist Claude Rostand coined a term to describe Poulenc’s
disposition and musical output: le moine, le voyou. Translating to “the monk, the brat,”'
the characterization has become a widely accepted view of Poulenc as both composer and
individual due to his ability to artfully compose within a wide array of musical genres
from religious motet to comic opera. The paradoxical term also relates to Poulenc’s
conflicting devotion to Catholicism despite his open homosexuality. He died on January
30, 1963 of a sudden heart attack. Poulenc’s music is performed internationally and is
considered standard repertoire.
Chapter One mainly provides background information regarding Poulenc’s
musical upbringing, Rostand’s le moine, le voyou characterization, and social trends of
the time. An acknowledgment of such facts provides a deeper comprehension of the
1. Frari(;ois Le Roux, e-mail message to Professor Amanda Johnston. February 10. 2013
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respective role of transformation within the three operas, as each relates to Poulenc’s
gender, spiritual, and psychological struggles. Chapter Two recounts the events that
precede and ultimately cause Poulenc’s conversion. The significance of primarily female
figures portraying transformation is also explained in depth. Religious trends of the time
are mentioned in order to emphasize Poulenc’s conversion to Catholicism as one of
sincerity rather than a followed cultural trend. The conversion’s sudden influence in
Poulenc’s compositional style is also explained.
Chapter Three identifies the gender transformation of Les Mamelles de Tiresias in
the female character Therese. A connection is made between her disdain for the
feminine, subsequent metamorphosis into a male, and Poulenc’s questionable sexuality.
Chapter Four centers on Blanche de la Force’s spiritual transformation from an individual
crippled with chronic fright into a martyr who calmly faces persecution in Dialogues des
Carmelites. Further, the Mother Superior’s transformation is also discussed, as it proves
to be essential to that of Blanche. Poulenc’s belief that an individual may die in the place
of another, a transference of grace, is examined and related to the work through his
conversion and life experiences. Finally, Chapter Five recognizes the less-easily defined
psychological evolution of File in La Voix humaine. The chapter argues that while File
may not portray as dynamic a transformation as Therese, Blanche de la Force, or the
Mother Superior, she does embody the theme through her manic-depressive state.
constantly exhibiting radical changes from extreme melancholy, to hysteria, and to
blissful joy. La Voix humaine is also related to the psychological stress Poulenc
experienced during its composition. In short, this paper depicts three different types of
transformation within Poulenc’s leading female operatic characters, explains the

3

significance of his relation to the feminine, and connects each type of transformation to a
particular aspect in Poulenc’s personal life.

4

Biography

Francis Jean Marcel Poulenc was bom in 1899 to Emile and Jenny Poulenc in the
eighth arrondissement of Paris, France. His mother acted as his first piano teacher until
Poulenc reached the age of eight and began studying with a Madame Melon.* Through
his childhood to his years as a young man, Poulenc spent his summers at the home of his
maternal grandparents in Nogent-sur-Mame, in the eastern suburbs of Paris. The sights
and sounds of the Marne’s banks contrasted to the young composer’s plush and
aristocratic environment of Paris. It was in Nogent, surrounded by the individuals of a
working class and immersed in their culture, that Poulenc experienced the distinctive
music of the accordion and clarinet, influencing his future compositions and musical
preferences.
It is most likely through family acquaintances that Poulenc met his childhood
sweetheart, Raymonde Linossier. Jenny Poulenc mentions the young girl in a letter
addressed to eleven-year-old Francis, promising to “give your drawing to Raymonde, as
we are going to her mother’s on her visiting day.”' Poulenc was considerably affected,
by his relationship with Linossier, both as an individual and a composer. His deep
admiration and ardent love for her led to two fruitless marriage proposals, and her
unexpected death in 1930 influenced even his later works from the 1950s. Indeed, her
1. Robert Shapiro. "Francis Poulenc,” in Les Six: The French Composers and Their Mentors Jean
Cocteau and Erik Satie, ed. Robert Shapiro (London: Peter Owen Publishers. 2011). 215.
2. Myriam Chimenes, ed.. Francis Poulenc. Correspondance 1910-1963 (Paris: Fayard. 1994).
47-48.
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significance to Poulenc resulted in his constant possession of her photograph, the
inclusion into groups of socially important individuals that came with her friendship, and
the burial of his ballet, Les Biches, with her body. Linossier’s profound influence will be
discussed further in Chapter Two while examining his religious conversion.
At the age of fifteen, Poulenc was introduced to Ricardo Vines who proved to be
his first influential piano teacher. It was Vines who presented Poulenc’s early
compositions to the public, introduced him to Erik Satie and Igor Stravinsky, and kicked
him in the shins when he used the piano pedals improperly.'^ Through Satie, Poulenc was
soon introduced to a number of young French composers, such as Louis Durey, Arthur
Honegger, Germaine Tailleferre, and other important artists of the time, including
playwright Jean Cocteau and the poet Paul Eluard.
Satie’s ballet, Parade (1917), proved very influential in Poulenc’s life. Its
premiere sparked a controversial public reaction similar to that of Stravinsky’s Le Sacre
du printemps (1913), ranging from shock to admiration. With his momentum from
Parade along with the publication of Cocteau’s “sequence of aphorisms”"^, Le Coq et
I’Arlequin (1918), Satie created an ‘association’ called Les Nouveaux Jeunes: a group of
young French composers that shared an opposition to the ‘Wagnerian’ and
Impressionistic ways of composition and were dedicated to pursuing a purely French
musical style. Neither Poulenc nor Darius Milhaud was included in the original set of
composers, as both were engaged elsewhere—Poulenc serving in the military and

3. Denise Duval. Sophie Fournier, and Alexandre Tharaud. Denise Duval: La Voi.x Inimaine, DVD.
directed by Dominique Delouche (Paris: Doriane Films and Les Films du Prieure. 1998).
4. Richard D.E. Burton. Francis Poulenc (Bath: Absolute Press. 2002). .32.
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Milhaud working in Brazil.*^ With the late addition of the two, Les Nouveaux Jeunes
became known as Les Six and included Georges Auric, Louis Durey, Arthur Honegger,
Darius Milhaud, Francis Poulenc, and Germaine Tailleferre.
Poulenc’s association with Les Six propelled his career as a composer.
Constructive criticism was abundant when surrounded by the likes of Satie, publicity was
in great supply (due to Cocteau’s publications and organized concerts for the six
composers), and potential patrons were present at nearly every important social function.
Poulenc was immersed in a world of both the social and the artistic elite and had many
opportunities to witness cutting-edge artistic ideas first hand. Although he was
considered musically successful, Poulenc was the only member of Les Six, or even
French composer of importance, whose education did not include time spent at a
conservatoire.^ In fact, Poulenc was denied the opportunity to apply during his teen
years by his father and was eventually denied entry upon submitting an application after
his father’s death. While his lack of formal musical education allowed him to compose in
a manner all his own, indeed without an overly informed opinion of what constituted
French music, it also warranted a deficiency in his understanding of harmonic and
contrapuntal techniques. It was such a deficiency that led Poulenc to contact Charles
Koechlin, a composer and educator known for his flexibility towards individual students
and the “breath of fresh air” that he brought to the world of academia. Orledge quotes the
musicologist, Rollo Myers’s description of Koechlin:

5. Robert Shapiro, “Les Six: Survey of an Avant-Garde Movement,” in Les Six: The French
Composers and Their Mentors Jean Cocteau and Erik Satie, ed. Robert Shapiro (London: Peter Owen
Publishers. 201 1). 42.
6. Robert Orledge. “Poulenc and Koechlin: 58 Lessons and a Friendship.” in Francis Poulenc:
Music. Art and Literature, ed. Sidney Buckland and Myriam Chimenes (Aldershot: Ashgate. 1999), 10.
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He was anti-academic, but at the same time a respecter of discipline and tradition
in the sense that he believed that the important thing in music is the quality of the
thought or feelings expressed, the absence of which can never be concealed by an
amount of technical skill7
Koechlin soon realized that his student was more attuned to harmony than
counterpoint and adjusted his manner of teaching accordingly by setting Poulenc to work
on harmonizing Bach chorale themes, in addition to assigning the necessary counterpoint
exercises. Poulenc acknowledged Koechlin’s sensitivity towards his individual needs
and preferences as a student composer saying that the work “had a decisive influence” on
him and attributing his understanding of choral music to the chorale harmonizations he
8

worked on in his lessons.

Poulenc’s musical education was not limited to the boundaries of a classroom. It
was neither the salon nor the conservatory that was considered to be the hub of artistic
development in the early twentieth century, but rather the cafe that acted as the “pivotal
institution” in the life of Parisian artists and intellectuals.^ For nearly a century.
significant names in the realms of art, music, politics, and religion debated and
exchanged ideas regarding their professions over '"cocktails et recocktails,'' as described
10

by Poulenc.

The cafe known as Le Boeufsur le Toit, which Poulenc was known to

frequent, is often mentioned when reading about the Parisian art scene of the early
twentieth century and was described by painter Jean Hugo as “the crossroad of destinies.
the cradle of loves, the matrix of disputes, the navel of Paris.

II

Burton suggests that if

7. Robert Orledge, “Poulenc and Koechlin: 58 Lessons and a Friendship,” in Francis Poulenc:
Music, Art and Literature, ed. Sidney Buckland and Myriam Chimenes (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1999), 15.
8. Ibid.. 16.
9. Richard D.E. Burton, Francis Poulenc (Bath: Absolute Press. 2002). 28.
10. Ibid.. 30
1 1 . Jean Hugo. Le Regard de la memoire (Paris: Editions Actes du Sud. 1994), 210.

8

the navel of Paris was Le Boeufsur le Toit, then the “navel’s navel” was Jean Cocteau.
While Poulenc frequented cafes along with Cocteau, Pablo Picasso, Valentine and Jean
Hugo, and Max Jacob, he was also considered to be a regular at the well-known
bookstore of Adrienne Monnier, La Maison des Amis des Livre, introduced to him by
Linossier. Poulenc spent many afternoons exploring the bookstore that unusually
included both the sale and loan of books, and his knowledge and love of poetry expanded
and was nurtured. He was accepted into a separate group of friends that included both
Linossier and Monnier, known as the Potassons. The term was coined by Monnier and
refers to people who enjoy themselves “effortlessly,” always, drinking, eating, and
12

talking freely with others.
The optimism that Poulenc witnessed in Linossier and her circle of friends is
significant as it contrasts to the dispositions of his cafe-mates. Artists that frequented Le
Boeufsur le Toit, such as Cocteau, poet Guillaume Apollinaire, Jacob, and Picasso,
emphasized the negative in their lives to aid in their art’s creation. Burton attributes the
association of suffering with art as an effect of the many artists’ devotion of Roman
Catholicism.
The Catholicism of such men, and of the suffering women from whom they often
took inspiration, was a Catholicism of sacrifice, martyrdom and death, a
Catholicism suffused in the blood of the Cross, in which suffering and pain were
voluntarily accepted, even actively sought...*'^
Burton also notes that “sub-groups” developed within the cafe scene and were
comprised of “current or future Catholics,” homosexuals, and individuals that were both

12. Sophie Robert, “Raymonde Linossier: “Lovely soul who was my flame.'” in Francis Poulenc:
Music. Art and Literature, ed. Sidney Buekland and Myriam Chimenes (Aldershot: Ashgate. 1999). 1 12.
1.^. Richard D.E. Burton, Francis Poulenc. (Bath: Absolute Press. 2002), 45.
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committed Catholics and openly gay.

The religious tendencies of Parisian artists in the

early twentieth century are nearly wholly attributed to Jacques and Raissa Maritain’s
influence, a couple known for their miraculous (and sometimes questionable) success in
converting individuals to Catholicism.
Through members of his cafe clique and the activities of La Maison des Amis des
Livres, Poulenc made several acquaintances with socially important women, who proved
to be as influential in his life as they were to the Parisian art scene of the 1920s. The
world of the salon was incredibly important to the success of rising composers and was
predominantly ruled by women, such as Winarette Singer-Polignac, also known as
Princesse Edmond de Polignac, harpsichordist Wanda Landowska, composer Nadia
Boulanger, and salon hosts Misia Sert and Madame de Saint-Marceaux. The relationship
between composers and the predominantly wealthy individuals associated with the salons
was symbiotic. Composers gained publicity and experience by performing their works to
a small, selective crowd of musically knowledgeable and appreciative individuals in
hostesses’ homes and also established social relationships that could possibly lead to
future commissions. Moreover, the wealthy audience members received the chance to
appear culturally aware and significant through their attendance and musical dedications
in their names by rising composers. Poulenc found the salon world to his liking and
thrived in the small circles of gossip and social elitism. Dedications to fellow salon
artists, attendees, and hostesses exist throughout his output, from his melodies to his
concertos. However, Chimenes writes that the salon meant something more to Poulenc
besides publicity, explaining that an affirmation of his artistic abilities was in constant

14. Richard D.E. Burton, Francis Poulenc. (Bath: Absolute Press. 2002). 30-31.

10

15

need.

Poulenc’s view of women would have grown in respect and admiration with his

acceptance in their selective salon cliques, educated musical knowledge and criticism.
and influential social authority. The heightened view of female figures in Poulenc’s life
will be more thoroughly evaluated in the context of his religious conversion.
16

With the salon setting representing the “height of elegance.

and its

predominantly female leading figures having decisive influence in the lives of training
composers and performers, artists such as Poulenc developed respect for many of the
women. One female individual that was particularly influencial to Poulenc was Princesse
Edmond de Polignac. Known as la Grande Mecene, or the Great Patron of modem
17

music.

Polignac was a well-known patron throughout Europe, financially donating

beyond the circles of music to science and art. Through his love of socializing and gossip.
Poulenc would have surely heard the rumors and stories that the marriage of Winarette
Singer to Edmond Polignac was one of convenience. Both were able to pursue
relationships with the lovers of their own sex and still attend the necessary social
functions as husband and wife. Singer found in Edmond a man who inspired her
intellectually, and Edmond found in her a woman who “accepted his fanciful
yy

eccentricities.

18

The published French literature between 1917 and 1927 exemplifies the prevalent
worry and confusion of French men and women regarding gender roles and

15. Myriam Chimenes. “Poulenc and his patrons: social convergences.” in Francis Poulenc:
Music, Art and Literature, ed. Sidney Buckland and Myriam Chimenes (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1999). 216.
16. Sylvia Kahan, Music's Modern Muse: A Life of Winnaretta Singer, Princess de Polignac.
(Rochester: University of Rochester Press, 2003), 84.
17. Ibid., 1 .
18. Ibid., 79.
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distinctiveness.

The French women’s supposedly liberating bobbed coiffure (haircut)

proved to be controversial, as well as their decision to dress in male-styled clothing.
Such characteristics also supported the motherhood-glorifying Natalist movement’s
accusation that women were refusing to bear children despite the absence of information
20

to support the claim.

Poulenc witnessed first hand the outwardly defiant acts of women

against assumed gender roles in their short haircuts, male dress, and relationships similar
to that of the Princesse de Polignac’s. Such actions influenced Poulenc’s eventual
questioning of his own sexual identity, as did Linossier’s decline of his marriage proposal
and his first homosexual relationship, foreshadowing the themes of his gender-bending
opera, Les Mamelles des Tiresias.
Before any further study of Poulenc’s biography or musical output can be
accomplished, the widely accepted characterization of the two, by musicologists and
music-lovers alike, must be noted. The French term that has come to label Poulenc as a
composer and an individual is le moine, le voyou, best translated as “the monk, the
,21

brat.’

Journalist Claude Rostand was the first to assign this characterization to Poulenc

in an article published in Paris-Presse in 1950. Therein, he stated that there existed deux
22

personnes or “two persons” in Poulenc.
The two opposing forces in Poulenc are seen early in his life through a simple
examination of his parents. Poulenc’s father, Emile Poulenc, was a wealthy businessman
from the Aveyron region of France who managed a chemical company with his two

19. Mary Louise Roberts. “Samson and Delilah Revisited: The Politics of Fashion in 1920s
France.” in The Modern Woman Revisited: Paris Between the Wars, ed. Whitney Chadwick and Tirza True
Latimer(New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2003), 68.
20. Ibid.. 68.
21. FranCj'ois Le Roux, e-mail message to Professor Amanda Johnston, February 10. 2013.
22. Richard D.E. Burton. Francis Poulenc. (Bath: Absolute Press, 2002). 15.
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brothers. Francis described his father as being exceedingly religious, writing that it was
.23

his father’s heritage—“the native of Aveyron who reawakens in me,

that caused him to

pray. While Emile Poulenc was only Parisian by birth, Jenny Royer was considered truly
Parisian due to her family’s lineage and was rather apathetic towards religion in general.
She came from a family of craftsmen and had a sense of sophistication and culture that
appealed to her impressionable son. Contrasting musical preferences of his parents also
align with the deux personnes of Poulenc. While Emile favored the traditional music of
Beethoven, Berlioz, and Cesar Franck, his wife favored the experimental sounds of
Chopin, Schumann, and even Stravinsky. Francis not only adhered more so to the
preferred music of his mother Jenny, but he also developed a similar disposition and
.24

worldly character.

He even attributes his love of animated rhythms and whimsical

melodies to both her, as well as her homosexual brother. In terms of Rostand’s 1950
characterization, le moine comes from the influence of Poulenc’s austere and religious
father, while le voyou comes from his culturally aware and elegant mother.
The relevance of the paradoxical terms is evident not only in the opposing
musical tastes of Poulenc’s mother and father that were so influential in his early years.
Throughout his life, Poulenc demonstrated the opposing qualities of le moine, le voyou in
his acceptance of both Roman Catholicism and his homosexuality. In regards to research.
acceptance of the double-sided characterization is crucial in understanding the
significance of Poulenc’s compositional progression from small-scale works, such as
melodies, to larger-scale works, such as his Messe en Sol Majeur and Figure humaine.

23. Francis Poulenc. Francis Poulenc: Journal de mes Melodies, trans. Winifred Radford
(London; Kahn & Averill, 2006), 49.
24. Robert Shapiro. “Francis Poulenc," in Les Six: The French Composers and Their Mentors
Jean Cocteau and Erik Satie, ed. Robert Shapiro (London: Peter Owen Publishers. 201 1). 215.
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The comprehension of Poulenc’s duality also adds intensity to the themes of
transformation in each of his three operas, including the gender-bending Les Mamelles
des Tiresias (1944), the spiritually moving, grandiose Dialogues des Carmelites (1953),
and the psychologically thrilling La Voix humaine (1959).

14

Poulenc and the Feminine

The significance of Rostand’s le moine, le voyou characterization is further
illustrated when analyzing the sudden change in Poulenc’s composition following his
1936 religious conversion. Prior to this experience, the large majority of Poulenc’s
works were written for the male voice, which could be wholly attributed to his friendship
with the renowned French baritone Pierre Bemac.
Poulenc and Bemac’s first collaboration was in 1926 when they performed
Poulenc’s Chansons gaillardes, however, the two failed to remain in contact. In fact.
they did not reconnect until 1934 at the salon of Madame Mante-Rostand, when Poulenc
heard Bemac singing for the second time.’ One year later, performing officially as a duo,
the well-known collaborative relationship between Bemac and Poulenc had begun.'
Two-thirds of Poulenc’s one hundred and fifty melodies were written in collaboration
with Bernac\ leading to countless recital tours and the eventual publication of Bemac’s
Francis Poulenc: The Man and his Songs (1978). This inimitable resource contains
personal anecdotes of famous melodies' creations, as well as insightful interpretations for
singers and pianists regarding poetry and performance. Poulenc’s compositions for the
male voice also extend beyond his mdodies. Possibly his earliest successful work.
Rapsodie negre (1917), features the baritone voice accompanied by piano, string quartet.
1. Myriam Chimenes, “Poulenc and his patrons: social convergences,” in Francis Poulenc: Music,
Art and Literature, ed. Sidney Buckland and Myriam Chimenes (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1999), 225.
2. Ibid., 274.
3. Pierre Bernac, “Francis Poulenc: The Man and his Songs(London: Kahn & Averill), 13.
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flute, and clarinet. Even at such an early stage in his career, Poulenc exhibited an
inclination to compose primarily for male voices.
The idea that Poulenc had a strong tendency to write for the male voice is also
apparent when examining his actions while composing melodies for the female voice. He
was known to surround himself with socially important and beautiful women of the time.
and was considered to be one of the first modem composers to view female art as being
“on par” with his favorite artists, such as Paul Verlaine, Max Jacob, and Paul Eluard."^
When composing works for women, Poulenc deliberately sought to evoke a “feminine”^
sound and also set poetry penned by women. In particular, Poulenc was drawn to Louise
de Vilmorin, whose poetry was used for Poulenc’s Poemes de Louise de Vilmorin (1937),
Fiangailles pour rire (1939), Trois Metamorphoses(1943), and “Mazurka” from his
Movements du coeur (1949). Poulenc considered Vilmorin to be a close friend and held
her in high artistic regard.
Few people move me as much as Louise de Vilmorin: because she is beautiful,
because she is lame, because she writes French of an innate purity, because her
name evokes flowers and vegetables, because she loves her brothers like a lover
and her lovers like a sister. Her beautiful face recalls the seventeenth century, as
does the sound of her name.^
Vilmorin was often criticized for her “weak verses”^ and brazen mawkishness, yet it was
such characteristics that drew Poulenc to her poetry.
In the field of musicology, it is common knowledge that gendered terminology
usually refers to the stronger and weaker themes of particular musical forms. For

4. Keith Clifton, “Mots Caches; Autobiography in Cocteau's and Poulenc's La Voix Humaine."
Canadian University Music Review 22. no. 1 (2001): 70.
5. Francis Poulenc. Francis Poulenc: Journal de mes Melodies, trans. Winifred Radford (London:
Kahn & Averill, 2006). 39.
6. Ibid., 37.
7. Benjamin Ivry, Francis Poulenc (London: Phaidon Press Limited. 1996). 147.
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instance, sonata form’s first stated, characteristically strong theme is usually called the
masculine theme, while the second stated, weaker theme is usually referred to as
feminine.^ This terminology has been used throughout music history from the
fourteenth-century monks’ description of semitone intervals^ to the criticisms of
nineteenth-century symphonic music. McClary explains that although the terminology is
no longer as well received or widely used as it once was, it still proves to be useful when
studying music written with such nomenclature in mind:
But today, when musicologists and theorists have chosen to pretend that none of
this gendered marking ever occurred...one is prevented from critiquing what has
been in fact a pervasive mode of organizing music and, by extension, gender.*^
Through the use of this gendered terminology, Poulenc’s reverence towards female
figures and imagery can be clearly seen. Clifton lists examples of the feminine
dominating the masculine within Poulenc’s melodies such as the final cadences of “Pablo
Picasso” of Le Travail du peintre (1956) and “La Dame d’Andre” of Fiangailles pour
rire (1939). “Jazz-tinged” and unexpected harmonies represent the feminine within his
music and trump the tonally strong, masculine keys of C and A major as the final chords
11

of a piece.
The above examples, illustrating Poulenc’s respect of women, were composed
after 1936—the year of his encounter with the vigil of the Black Virgin and subsequent
religious conversion at Rocamadour. The conversion experience is a well-known event

8. Leonard Tan.“A Comparison of Sonata Forms in Hindemith's and Persichetti's Band
Symphonies." Journal of Band Research 48, no. 1 (2012): 23.
9. Sarah Fuller. “Colloquy: Concerning Gendered Discourse in Medieval Music Theory: Was the
Semitone “Gendered Feminine?’.” Music Theory Spectrum - The Journal of the Societyfor Music Theoiy
33. no. 1 (201 1): 65.
10. Susan McClary, “Towards a Feminist Criticism of Music.” Canadian University Music Review
10. no. 2(1990): 13.
1 1 . Keith Clifton, ““Mots Caches: Autobiography in Cocteau's and Poulenc's “La Voix Humaine'."
Canadian University Music Review 22. no. 1 (2001): 71-72.
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in Poulenc’s life and cannot go unmentioned when studying any aspect of the composer.
For general study, the conversion acts as a turning point within the entirety of his musical
output, exhibiting a switch from small to large-form works. The le moine, le voyou
characterization is also supported by his conversion as Poulenc began composing works
with overtly religious influences rather than his flamboyant, Nogent-inspired creations.
Further, the conversion is significant to this paper’s identification of transformation
themes in Poulenc’s three operatic works, as his religious devotion eventually led to two
of the three compositions and acted as a defining transformation in himself, enabling
Poulenc to successfully employ the theme in his operas.
The large majority of history regarding the Black Madonna, or Black Virgin
statues, is based on legend. Only forty of the estimated one hundred and ninety original
statues survived the French Wars of Religion of the sixteenth century, attracting
millions of tourists each year. Poulenc’s encounter with the sixty-nine-centimeter-tall
statue'^ occurred before the pilgrimage sites were so well known, yet his life and music
were still incomparably altered. Metiers writes that the name of Rocamadour “hints at
rock, hardness, bitterness, and love.

14

and believes Poulenc may have found empathy in

the small statue. Both Poulenc and the Virgin were paradoxical in nature: Poulenc
encompassed his conflicting le moine, le voyou just as She encompassed her conflicting
purity and blackness.

12. Richard D.E. Burton, Francis Poulenc(Bath: Absolute Press, 2002), 70.
13. Ibid., 71.
14. Wilfrid Mellers, Oxford Studies of Composers: Francis Poulenc.(Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1993), 75.
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Encountering the Black Virgin, Poulenc’s belief that grace succeeds a period of
suffering became more firmly established. Previously, many events in his life had led to
feelings of anxiety and despondency, necessitating a sense of renewal and recovery. For
instance, Poulenc’s financial security was seriously threatened with the crash of the 1931
Lyon-Allemand bank‘d' and political unrest existed everywhere, from the fascist riots of
Paris to the outbreak of civil war in Spain. Although these events contributed to
Poulenc’s level of depression during the summer of 1936, it was the deaths of numerous
friends and colleagues such as Raymonde Linossier and Pierre-Octave Ferroud, fellow
French composer and well-known music critic, that seemed to finally push him towards
his encounter with the Black Virgin. Poulenc expressed a desire to visit Rocamadour’s
pilgrimage site directly after he learned of Ferroud’s death. Yvonne Gouveme, a student
of Pierre Bernac, was present with Poulenc and Bemac when the three visited the site
together:
I shall always remember Francis Poulenc getting off the train at Uzerche, where
Pierre Bernac and I had gone to meet him, in that famous month of August 1936.
‘Ferroud has just been killed in an horrific car accident somewhere near Salzburg,’
he said as soon as he saw us...The region of Uzerche where we were staying
stirred in Francis a sense of his close affinity with Aveyron, birthplace of his
father. It was a region conducive to spiritual revelations. Poulenc wanted to go to
Rocamadour, an ancient place of pilgrimage which, 30 years ago, did not attract
the crowds one finds there today. We all three entered a silent chapel in which
stood the statue of the Black Virgin. Outwardly, nothing happened, yet from that
moment everything in the spiritual life of Poulenc changed. He bought a little
picture with the text of the Litanies to the Black Virgin, and as soon as we were
back in Uzerche he began to write that very pure work for female choir and organ,
Les Litanies a la Vierge Noire

15. Richard D.E. Burton, Francis Poulenc. (Bath: Absolute Press, 2002), 63.
16. Ibid., 67, 69.
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Indeed, Poulenc related to the Black Virgin. The image of a virgin, the purest
form of woman, depicted in black, a color completely devoid of innocence and purity, is
completely contradictory,just as Poulenc’s conflicting le moine and le voyou desires. In
the statue, he also found a face that reminded him of one he knew had experienced
suffering. Benjamin Ivry draws a parallel between the physical characteristics of the
expressionless Notre-Dame de Rocamadour and those of Linossier, suggesting that
17

Poulenc, a “visually-orientated” person could not have missed such a resemblance.
After his conversion, Poulenc began composing larger-form musical works that
were heavily influenced by his newly-found religious security. Gouveme mentions the
Litanies a la Vierge Noire (1936) that he began to compose immediately after his
experience at Rocamadour, but the encounter also led to other works, notably his Stabat
Mater (1950), Gloria (1959), and his motets written for particular church services of the
year. In an article devoted to Poulenc’s Gloria, Gutmann lists famous religious works of
numerous composers from Bach’s Cantatas, Beethoven’s Missa Solemnis, Verdi’s
Requiem, to Bernstein’s Kaddish Symphony, explaining that religious, large-form
compositions are more than common in the musical output of prolific composers.
18

particularly those of the twentieth century.

In the intellectual circles of Paris, the

increase in religiously inspired work is arguably linked to the Maritains’ influence. As
mentioned in Chapter One, the association of suffering with artistic inspiration grew with
many artists’ conflicting homosexuality and their dedication to Catholicism. Poulenc is
no different. However, his sudden switch from composing for primarily male voices to
composing for primarily female voices is not typical of any kind of composer from any
17. Benjamin Ivry, Francis Poulenc(London; Phaidon Press Limited, 1996), 74.
18. Peter Gutmann. “Classical Notes: Poulenc's "Gloria” - in Tune with our Times.” Goldmine 27.
no. 2.^ (Nov 16, 2001): 26.
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particular century. Poulenc’s Litanies, written directly after his conversion, are written
for unaccompanied female voices. He suddenly produced a large amount of melodic
repertoire for female voices using the poetry of Vilmorin and both his second and third
operas center on female characters.
Although Poulenc's conversion sparked a sudden increase in his composition for
the female voice, some of his pre-conversion works also featured female figures. One
particular work is notable—his ballet, Aubade (1929). Charles and Marie-Laure de
Noailles commissioned this piece for a private performance at their own home. As with
many of his other compositions, Poulenc began Aubade with fervor, energy, and
excitement, only to soon doubt its completion and worth with a declining emotional
status. A fresh breath of life came with his relationship with the painter, Richard
Chanlaire, and Poulenc eventually finished the commission. The ballet consists of eight
movements and is twenty minutes in length. The plot centers on Diana, the maiden
goddess of childbirth, who, according to Poulenc’s program notes, “...rebels against the
divine law that condemns her to perpetual virginity.” The ballet ends with Diana running
off into the forest, “seeking, in the hunt, an outlet for her amorous torments.

19

Poulenc’s

treatment of the female character illustrates his early tendency to link female figures with
ideas of suffering. Diana suffers emotionally and sexually from the imposed ideas of
purity placed upon her, and ends her story by running away from the ensuing frustration.
Burton suggests that Aubade was Poulenc’s most musically and emotionally complex
work at the time of composition, explaining that the ballet’s moods constantly switch
from one extreme to another. Burton views the developments from despondency to

19. Richard D.E. Burton, Francis Poulenc. (Bath: Absolute Press, 2002),40.
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hyperactivity” and from anguish to distress as proof that the work was obviously written
by someone who knew such feelings and had experienced such conflict.
The whole point of Auhade is that the dawn it evokes proves to be a false dawn, a
failure on the part of the goddess-heroine to resolve the questions raised by her
thwarted sexuality, and, culminates, to the accompaniment of music of genuine
anguish, in her fleeing the light of day and rushing desperately into the forest,
bow in hand, to seek an ‘outlet’, in violence, for the ‘amorous torments’ she can
20
neither satisfy nor deny...
Auhade proves to be significant as it demonstrates Poulenc’s early empathy with female
figures. Just as he was experiencing sexual frustration with his first homosexual
relationship with Chanlaire and coinciding failed marriage proposals to Raymonde
Linossier, the goddess Diana was lamenting the chastity imposed upon her and
attempting to run from it.
Even prior to his experience with the Black Virgin, Poulenc had found
understanding in a female figure and would continue to do so throughout his life. Less
than a decade after his conversion, he used the theme of transformation within Les
Mamelles des Tiresias (1944) to voice personal discomfitures through yet again, another
female character, emphasizing his respect, veneration, and sympathy for the feminine.

20. Richard D.E. Burton, Francis Poulenc. (Bath: Absolute Press, 2002),40.
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Gender Transformation in Les Mamelles de Tiresias

Although Poulenc's conversion did spark numerous large-scale, religious
compositions, it did not signal the end of the light-hearted, whimsical pieces for which he
was so well known. For example, Bernac notes that “no hint of sadness”^ should pervade
Hotel” from Poulenc's BcmalittKs (1940), a song that depicts an individual in a cage¬
shaped hotel room savoring his/her laziness. Also included in Banalites is Poulenc’s
“Voyage a Paris,” a convivial melodie that is without a doubt influenced by musettes—
dance forms that were so prominent in Nogent during Poulenc’s childhood.
Within a year of his conversion, Poulenc began plans to compose a ballet based
on the classic French fables of Jean de la Fontaine. The idea finally became a reality with
Les Aniniau.x modtdes (1941). The work was written, published, and performed during
the German occupation of France and became somewhat of a French resistance piece, as
it used staples of French literature and, according to Poulenc, a small melodic theme that
only French audience members would recognize." Despite the success of the ballet,
Charles Koechlin wrote to Poulenc with the news that he preferred Poulenc’s ballet Les
Biches, and suggested he compose a comic opera.^ Poulenc must have heeded the advice,
as his next theatrical production was Les Mamelles de Tiresias (1944).

1 . Pierre Bernae, Francis Poulenc: The Man and his Songs(London: Kahn & Averill), 72.
2. Nigel Simeone. “Making Music in Occupied Paris.” Musical Times 147.(2006),
hltp://.search.proquest.com/docview/1 120064?accountid= 14588 (acces.sed February 27, 201.^).
V Ibid.
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Les Mcunelles de Tiresias (1903) is originally a two-act surrealist play by
Guillaume Apollinaire, a poet whose work Poulenc was already familiar with before
setting Les Mamelles to music. Some of Poulenc's earliest melodies feature Apollinaire’s
poetry, such as the song cycle Le Bestkiire (1919). In total, Poulenc set thirty-five of his
poems,*^ including the song cycles Banalites(1940) and CalUgrammes

Poulenc

possessed a particular appreciation for Apollinaire's verses and was especially adept at
finding the melodic line within his words: “If on my tomb could be inscribed: Here lies
Francis Poulenc, the musician of Apollinaire and Eluard, I would consider this to be my
finest title to fame.''"’
Although Apollinaire is known for his characteristically French poems and his
extensive knowledge of the city of Paris, he was bom in Rome to a Polish mother in
1880. He attended a number of Catholic schools from Cannes, to Nice, and to Monaco,
establishing friendships with fellow writers and studying the poetry of Mallarme,
Verlaine, and Racine. Apollinaire's childhood was one of complete freedom, as he lived
independently from his mother and did not know the identity of his father. Research now
suggests that an ex-officer by the name of Francesco Flugi d’Aspermont was his
biological father, yet this information is still considered to be muddled and unclear.^
Such facileness in Apollinaire's life enabled him to travel extensively with his first job as
a tutor. He held the position for four years, using the time to read copiously. ^ By his

4. Pierre Bernac, Francis Poulenc: The Man and his Songs(London: Kahn & Averill), 50.
5. Francis Poulenc. Francis Poulenc: Journal de mes melodies, trans. Winifred Radford (London:
Kahn & Averill. 2006). 69.
6. Cecily Mackworlh. Guillaume Apollinaire and the Cubist Life (London: John Murray, 1961), 9.
7. Roger Shaltuck, Selected Writings of Guillaume Apollinaire (England: New Directions, 1950),
6.
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early twenties, he settled in Paris and was included in many literary circles through his
foundation of a literary review, Le Fesrin d'Esope.^ Although his name was commonly
known within the artistic society of Paris, he reached a high level of fame when he was
wrongly accused of stealing the Mona Lisa. With the help of his newfound fame, a few
years later he led “Bohemian Paris" from Montmartre to Montparnasse^, the location
Poulenc would later know so intimately as the center of all things cultural and artistic.
Despite Apollinaire's early death in 1918, Poulenc was able to meet his future librettist
several times through mutual friends Jean Cocteau and the French artist, Valentine
10

Hugo.
Les Mamelles de Tiresias exhibits the influences of both Apollinaire and
Poulenc’s respective attitudes towards religion and women. While Apollinaire’s drsima is
set in Zanzibar, Poulenc's opera houjfe takes place in a fictional town on the French
11

Riviera, most likely modeled after Monte Carlo.

Both follow the story of Therese, a

woman who is tired of marital subservience. Within the first scene, her breasts turn into
balloons and float away and a beard appears on her face. She becomes a man and adopts
the name Tiresias. While Therese physically transforms into a man, her husband, le mart,
socially transforms into a woman, adorning an apron and setting to work on discovering
the way for a man to procreate without a woman. Although the drama’s plot may seem

8. Roger Shattuck, Selected Writings of Guillaume Apollinaire (England: New Directions, 1950),
7.
9. Ibid., 8.
10. Pierre Bernac, Francis Poulenc: The Man and his Songs(London: Kahn & Averill), 50.
1 1 . Wilfrid Mellers. Oxford Studies of Composers: Francis Poulenc (Oxford: Oxford University
Pre.ss. lyO."^). 98.
12. Shattuck, Selected Writings of Guillaume Apollinaire, 11.
1 ?>. Cecily Mackworth. Guillaume Apollinaire and the Cubist Life (London: John Murray, 1961),
15.
14. Ibid.. 7.
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frivolous at first glance, it conceals a deeper meaning when connected to the social
concerns of early twentieth century Paris regarding women and their newfound fashion
preferences. Further societal influences will be discussed in context with Therese’s
gender transformation later within the chapter.
It is possible that Poulenc found such resonance in Apollinaire’s verses because of
their shared life experiences. Both artists found inspiration in female figures.
Apollinaire's absence of a father figure facilitated a very close, yet complicated
relationship with his mother. According to Shattuck, Apollinaire displayed great esteem
and kindness towards her throughout his life*", despite the fact that she was a vehement
1.^

woman with a love of gambling.

14

He viewed her with both terror and admiration.

Their convoluted relationship could arguably be one of the reasons that Apollinaire found
such depth of meaning in the company of more stable and socially accepted women.
including those with whom he was intimately involved. Shattuck notes that it was such
15

relationships that affected his “emotional life,” and many subsequent verses of poetry.
While Apollinaire and Poulenc may not have shared similar romantic ideas of females.
both seemed to exhibit veneration for the gender. Such regard for the feminine becomes
significant when examining their works that feature female characters, such as Les
Mamelles de Tiresias.
Apollinaire and Poulenc’s personal experience with Catholicism also influenced
their art. While Poulenc’s earliest cognizance of Catholicism came from his father’s

15. Roger Shattuck, Selected Writings of Guillaume Apollinaire (England: New Directions, 1950).
9.
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religious tendencies, Apollinaire participated in the religion via his schooling: “His
16

whole childhood was passed in the shadow of the Vatican.

He attended the College

Sciint-Chcirles where he began writing poetry, something that was encouraged by both his
classmates and his surroundings. Mackworth explains that students of the college
inhabited a dream-like world:
The cry of the cock became: Chhstiis natus est; the passing of bread to a
neighbour was a religious gesture; and even the fish, swimming among the
seaweed, deep in the clear Mediterranean water, became, for Guillaume and his
friends, not merely fish, but “the image of the Saviour”.'^
Although none of Apollinaire's poetry from his childhood exists, it is highly possible that
the writings contained a positive attitude towards religion, since later poems yearn for the
18

early days ofjoy and innocence.

With the closing of the College Saint-Charles during

his enrollment. Apollinaire's paradise and any regard for all things religious were
shattered. Despite his cynicism of and distance from the Catholic Church, Apollinaire’s
19

art depicts its influence in his cadences' similarity to liturgical texts.

Shattuck also

notes that religious symbolism “satirically and almost grossly...or sentimentally and
nostalgically” appears within Apollinaire’s work such as in the short story collection,
20

L'Heresirque et Cie and the poem,“Zone.”

After experiencing anxiety and depression,

Poulenc turned towards religion whereas Apollinaire turned away from it. Despite their

16. Cecily Mackworth, Guillaume Apollinaire and the Cubist Life (London: John Murray, 1961),
1 1.
17. Ibid., 1.^.
18. Ibid.
19. Roger Shattuck. Selected Writings of Guillaume Apollinaire (England: New Directions, 1950),
1 1.
20. Ibid., 12.
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opposing views of Catholicism, both individuals and their work were affected by their
experiences with the austere religion.
France has long been a country to emphasize the importance of a large
population. As early as the seventeenth century, its people believed that a large
population gave way to great political power. Even the French Emperor Napoleon
Bonaparte equated his defeat by Great Britain and its allies in the French Revolution with
his country’s decline in population."* Between the years of 1872 and 1936, the strength
of the pro-natalism movement grew and developed, as statistics suggested that the French
people were slowly dying out.““ By the 1920s, the Alliance Nationale pour
I’accroissement de la population fran^aise, an organization committed to fighting the
depopulation of France, had more than forty thousand members. Pro-natalism
supporters believed that women were defiantly refusing to bear children""* and that it was
their government’s responsibility to promote procreation through incentives for large
families:
Most of these incentives were to come in the form of state subsidies to large
families, to be financed by punitive taxes on bachelors, spinsters and childless
couples. More imaginative suggestions included the award of an extra vote to
fathers with more than three children, cheaper public transport for large families,
25
and preferential treatment for the same category when allocating public housing.
It is such government incentives to which le man of Apollinaire’s drama could have been
referring, when he explains that his many (totaling 40,049) newborn children will later
provide for him. The natalist belief that women were shirking their duty of bearing
2 1 . Richard Tomlinson. “The ‘Disappearance' of Franee; French Politics and the Birth Rate,” The
Historical Journal 28, no. 2(June 1985). 406.
22. Ibid.. 407.
23. Ibid.. 405.
24. Mary Louise Roberts. “Samson and Delilah Revisited: The Politics of Fashion in 1920s
France.” in The Modem Woman Revisited: Paris Between the Wars, ed. Whitney Chadwick and Tirza True
Latimer(New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press. 2003), 68.
25. Tomlinson. “The Disappearance' of France.” 407.
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children is also voiced in both the drama and opera with Therese’s first appearance on
stage: “I want to make war and not children.""^ Despite Les Mamelles's creation
preceding pro-natalism's height of influence, both Apollinaire’s play and Poulenc’s opera
rely heavily on the movement's ideals and judgments. Les Mamelles de Tiresias
approaches the social issue in a comical way, making light of women’s refusal to bear
children and impossibly predicting what would happen in such a situation.
The theme of transformation is more apparent in Les Mamelles de Tiresias than in
Poulenc’s two other operatic works. While the title female characters of both Dialogues
des Carmelites and La Voi.x humaine portray an inner transformation, Therese of Les
Mamelles outwardly depicts the theme through her physical transformation into a man.
The comic opera also features a transformation within Therese’s husband, le mart He
experiences a social transformation when he adopts female responsibilities at his wife’s
gender switch. Although this paper is focusing on the transformation of female
characters, the husband's gender reversal must also be mentioned, as it highlights the
change of gender in Therese. Le mari becomes what Tiresias once was.Just as Therese
comes to resemble her husband. “Since my wife, my woman, is a man, it’s only just that
,27

I should be a woman.’

Poulenc accentuates Therese's gender transformation in two differently styled
waltzes. While Therese sings of her breasts-turned-balloons, oiseaux de mafaiblesse
(birds of my frailty),"^ the lush orchestration emphasizes the objects’ femininity with a

26. Francis Poulenc. Les Mamelles de Tiresias: Original Text and English Translation, trans.
.Sherry Mangan (Bryn Mawr: Theodore Pres.ser Company. 1954). 5.
27. Ibid.. 9.
2H. Ibid.. 5.
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traditional waltz sound and sweeping melodic lines that double that of the soprano
(Figure 1).
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Figure 1: From Les Mamelles de Tiresicis, Rehearsal 28 ~
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Once Therese becomes Tiresias, the waltz suddenly contains dotted rhythms and accented
notes on beats three and one, completely altering the waltz’s dance-like quality to one
with a Spanish flair, also heard in the eventual chorus’ exclamation Olle!(Figure 2).

29. Francis Poulenc. Les Mamelles de Tiresias (Paris: Heugel & Cie, 1947). 17.
30. Ibid.. 22.
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Figure 2: Les Mumelles <Je Tiresias, 4mm. before Rehearsal 33
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At first glance, Poulenc's comic opera may not contain any depth of meaning.
The plot follows that of Apollinaire, humorously depicting what would happen in the
extreme case of women refusing to bear children. Gender roles are reversed and
reestablished. However, it is the theme of transformation that brings profound meaning
to Poulenc's opera.
The gender issues that Poulenc experienced throughout his life suddenly became
more prominent in 1946 with the birth of his daughter, Marie-Ange. Burton describes the
event as adding “extra piquancy" to Les Mamelles's themes of gender reversal and
31

procreation.

Very little information regarding Marie-Ange exists, as her continued

request for privacy is respected. Some sources claim that Poulenc refused to
acknowledge her as his daughter, while others give accounts of him shopping particularly
for Marie-Ange during his travels. However, recent publications such as Herve
Lacombe’s Francis Poulenc answer many questions regarding her parentage and father’s
acknowledgment. Francois Le Roux^' gives a simplified description of Marie-Ange and
her relationship to Poulenc:

3 1 . Richard D.E. Burton. Francis Poulenc. (Bath; Absolute Press. 2002), 87.
32. Fran<;ois l.e Rt)ux is a renowned French baritone known for his scholarship on Poulenc. He is
also Artistic Director of the Acadeniie Francis Poulenc in Tours. France.
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In essence: Marie-Ange was bom in 1946; I know her well. She is the daughter
of Poulenc and Frederique Lebedeff(deceased in 1999). She is the “Freddy” to
whom the songs “Une mine coquille vide”(from Teljour, telle nuit) and “Dans
I’herbe” (from FUuK^ailles pour rire) are dedicated. She looks a lot like her
father!! And it is not true that Poulenc never admitted her existence... But, he
introduced himself as her godfather, not as her father. It is true that Poulenc only
spoke of this w ith his very close friends and his parents. And yes, this
information is indeed highly confidential. It is from the memory of Marie-Ange
herself and the whole Poulenc family!^^
Although the birth of Marie-Ange occurred after Les Mamelles's composition, the
opera is undoubtedly intluenced by questions regarding Poulenc’s sexuality. Prior to
writing the work, Poulenc unsuccessfully proposed twice to Linossier and also engaged
in several homosexual relationships. In the years following his conversion, he began to
describe the process of creating art as one of giving birth and also wrote of being
,,34

pregnant with music.

Burton writes that Poulenc was artistically “mother-and-father

in one, both fertilized and fertilizing...”^'^ Poulenc's fluid sexuality did not provide him
with empathy for the fictitious, two-dimensional characters of Apollinaire’s drama, but it
did heighten his appreciation of their story. A story of a woman transforming into a man
with a man subsequently giving birth could have only enthralled a male artist who
feminized himself and his artistic process.
Although Poulenc’s conversion to Catholicism is more pertinent to the discussion
of Dialogues des Carmelites, his experience at Rocamadour is also relevant to the theme
of transformation in Les Mamelles de Tiresias. Post-conversion, Poulenc became more
attuned to the story of the Virgin Mary’s conception of Christ and particularly the image
of the Black Virgin at Rocamadour. A virgin giving birth relates to le mari's impossible

33. Francois Le Roux, e-mail message to Professor Amanda Johnston, February 25, 2013. Trans.
Amanda Johnston.
34. Myriam Chimenes. ed.. Francis Poulenc, Correspondance 1910-1963 (Paris; Fayard, 1994),
497, 49X. 499.
35. Richard D.tL Burton. Francis Poulenc (Bath: Absolute Press. 2002), 76.
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success of procreation without a woman and to Poulenc’s fathering of a child despite his
overt homosexuality. Burton writes that the opera’s story is a “comprehensive
.36

subversion and inversion'

a transformation of the biblical legend regarding the Virgin

Mary’s conception of Christ. He also links the Holy Spirit’s overshadowing of Mary to
37

the blackness of the Vierge Noire.

Such plot and character duality parallels Rostand’s le moine, le voyou
characterization of Poulenc. Many sources view the label as a means of defining Poulenc
as both composer and individual before and after his conversion. However, the
conversion was clearly not the end of the le voyou element in Poulenc as he continued to
write light-hearted, fanciful works such as Les Mamelles de Tiresias. The le moine, le
voyou terminology demonstrates Poulenc’s transformative character. Despite his
devotion to the Catholic Church, he lived a homosexual lifestyle; despite his homosexual
lifestyle, he fathered a daughter. He was a man that spoke of being pregnant with his art.
In fact, Poulenc succeeded in composing a work consisting of breasts turning into
balloons and a man procreating by the thousands within the span of a day, while also
quietly featuring the love and respect of his faith.
This two-act opera is a transformative work. Not only does it feature the gender
transformations of Therese and her husband, but it also encapsulates Poulenc’s
transformative experience at Rocamadour, his bisexuality, and the duality of his le moine,
le voyou disposition.

36. Richard D.E. Burton, Francis Poulenc (Bath: Absolute Press, 2002), 87.
37. Ibid.. 70.
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Spiritual Transformation in Dialogues des Carmelites

By the 1950s, Poulenc became acutely aware of the number of his friends and
colleagues that had passed away unexpectedly and at a young age. The deaths of
Linossier, Radiguet, Apollinaire, Jacob, Ferroud, and others all aided in Poulenc’s
concrete association of art with suffering and death. Following the composition of Les
Mamelles de Tiresias, described as the “apotheosis”* of Poulenc’s le voyou musical
personality, as well as his 1936 conversion experience at Rocamadour, Poulenc was ripe
to compose a large-form, majestic work of spiritual rebirth as a testimony of the grace
that succeeds torment.
It was in 1953 that Poulenc first considered George Bemanos’s Dialogues des
Carmelites as a possible opera libretto at the suggestion of Guido Valcarenghi, Director
of Ricordi (music publishing company). Valcarenghi originally proposed that Poulenc
compose an opera for his La Scala commission, using the life of Saint Margaret of
Cortona (1247-97) as plot material, but Poulenc did not find it acceptable. He was
familiar with Bernanos’s work, having seen it performed twice; however, he had never
considered it to be libretto material.“ Poulenc eventually decided to set the story for the

1 . Richard D.E. Burton, Francis Poulenc (Bath: Absolute Press, 2002), 91.
2. Ibid.
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stage, explaining that he “immediately found the melodic line”^ while rereading the work
with libretto considerations.
The literary history of the Carmelites’ story is rather convoluted. The plot follows
the factual events of sixteen Carmelite nuns who were sentenced to death by the
Revolutionary Tribunal of Fouquet-Tinville for “counter-revolutionary consultations and
assemblies’"^ during the French Revolution of the eighteenth century. The nuns were
secretly holding prayer meetings after they had been banished from their convent by the
District Commission of Compiegne. Soon after the National Assembly decreed that no
one could any longer pronounce their faith, the Carmelite Prioress suggested that she and
her fellow sisters take a vow of martyrdom. Referred to in literature as an “act of
consecration,” the vow of martyrdom was intended to restore the Church and “unhappy
kingdom” with the lives of the Carmelites acting as a sacrifice.^ It is recorded that the
nuns sang the Miserere, Salve Regina and Te Deum as they ascended the scaffold and
kissed a small clay statue of the Virgin Mary held by their Prioress before they were
executed.^ Ten days after their execution in Paris at the modern-day Place de la Nation,
(then known as the Barriere de Vincennes),^ the violent period known as the Great Terror
came to an end, most likely confirming Poulenc’s view that their deaths were sacrificial
in nature.

3. Francis Poulenc, “Comment j’ai compost les Dialogues des Carmelites," Opera de Paris 14,
(1957); 15-17.
4. Claude Gendre,'"Dialogues des Carmelites: the historical background, literary destiny and
genesis of the opera,” in Francis Poulenc: Music, Art and Literature, ed. Sidney Buckland and Myriam
Chimenes (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1999), 111.
5. Ibid., 276.
6. Ibid., 277-8.
7. Terrye Newkirk,“The Mantle of Elijah: The Martyrs of Compiegne as Prophets of Modem
Age,”(ICS Publications. 1995), http://www.ourgardenofcarmel.org/martyrs.html (accessed February 20,
2013).
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Gertrud von le Fort was the first to use the story of the Carmelites in her novella
Die Letzte am Schafott (1931) after happening on their story in a book devoted to
Catholic orders. She devised the character of Blanche de la Force during the 1920s, as
Germany became aware of the threats to Europe; indeed the novella was bom out of her
own fear of not possessing the qualities necessary of being a martyr. However, it was not
until she learned of the Carmelites that she decided to set Blanche’s own story of
8

transformation during the Revolution and within the nuns’ journey to martyrdom.
Le Fort’s novella follows Blanche de la Force, whose surname is noticeably
similar to that of her own, during the French Revolution, her entrance into a convent out
of fear of the world, and eventual acceptance of martyrdom. The story begins with
Blanche’s birth and is told in flashback by the narrator Monsieur de Villeroi. Her mother
dies shortly after childbirth and Blanche is born in a crowded area, “thrust into the world
too soon.”^ Raised by her father and governess, she expresses a desire to join the convent
at only sixteen years old. Although Blanche’s father sees her wish as one of cowardice.
he relents and Blanche is accepted into the convent despite her lack of important
Carmelite qualities such as “absolute strength and faith.” She is given the name “Jesus in
uo
the Garden of Agony.’
Blanche eventually flees the convent, fearing both the mounting
political chaos and the nuns’ vow of martyrdom and returns to her home in Paris, where
she hears the tragic news of her father’s arrest and execution. Villeroi later finds Blanche
next to her father’s body in a prison cell being forced to drink a cup of human blood by a

8. Claude Gendre. Dialogues des Carmelites: the historical background, literary destiny and
genesis of the opera,” in Francis Poulenc: Music, Art and Literature, ed. Sidney Buckland and Myriam
Chimenes (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1999). 278-79.
9. Ibid.
10. Ibid., 281.
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.11

man screaming, “Take communion, Citizeness!’

This particular event did not find its

way into Poulenc's three-act opera.
As the nuns are executed w'hile singing the Salve Regina and the Veni Creator,
Blanche appears from the crowd singing as well, only to be killed by enraged females in
the crowd. The narrator addresses the audience saying,“You were expecting the victory
of a heroine, but whai you saw' was a miracle emerging from weakness. No,the human
-12

alone does not suffice.

Le Fort's novella proved to be extremely successful and was

translated into English as The Song at the Scaffold in 1933.
It was George Bernanos that was asked to write a screenplay based on Le Forfs
novella, leading to the text source that Poulenc found to be perfectly suited for a libretto.
Bernanos was living in Tunisia when he accepted the job and began adapting the story.
He wanted to see if he was capable of writing for the stage. Despite being terminally ill
while he wrote, Bernanos devoted ten hours a day at times to his project,'*^ dying only one
month after finishing the screenplay. Such dedication undoubtedly added another level
of suffering to Poulenc’s operatic creation. It was Bemanos’s “literary executor,” Albert
Beguin, who found the documents and decided to have them published despite the
intimidating length of the work. It was published as a play of five scenes and a prologue.
added by Beguin, and given the name Dialogues des CatmMes. Gendre describes the
more important themes of Bernanos’s adaptation of Le Fort’s novella:
The concepts of fear, of freedom, of the communion of the saints (extended to the
point of exchanging deaths), of grace and salvation, are fundamental to Dialogues

I 1 . Gertrud von Le Fori. The Song at the Scaffold, trans. Olga Marx (San Francisco: Ignatius
Press. 1931). 82.
12. Claude Gendre.'Dialogues des Carmelites: the historical background, literary destiny and
genesis of the opera,” in Francis Poulenc: Music, Art and Literature, ed. Sidney Buckland and Myriam
Chimcnes (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1999). 283.
13. Ibid., 285.
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des Carmelites and are magnificently representative of Bemanos’s great themes:
the spirit of childhood, poverty, abandonment to Divine Providence, the most holy
Agony of Christ as well as the death-agony of every Christian and, finally the
complementary nature of religious vocation and honour.'"^
Although both Le Fort and Bemanos's work emphasize the transformation in
Blanche, Bernanos did not strive to align his work as best he could with The Song at the
Scaffolds nor did he refer to any of the historical documents given to him for research
purposes. Le Fort herself responded to Bemanos’s adaptation of her work in an essay
entitled “Die Begnadete Angst"(1948) where she explained that the main difference in
their publications was in why Blanche reached her level of acceptance in martyrdom. Le
Fort’s novella stresses Blanche’s spiritual transformation as one completely from God’s
grace whereas Bemanos’s screenplay demonstrates her transformation as one from the
15

Prioress’s death.

Still, both ideas are crucial in Poulenc’s own adaptation of the story

for his opera.
The name Emmet Godfrey Lavery may also be mentioned when analyzing the
literary history of the Carmelites. He was an American writer who had a conflicting
contract regarding the rights to Le Fort’s novella, leading to a dispute with Bemanos’s
agent Albert Beguin. The altercation also added to Poulenc’s stress during the
composition of his opera. The matter was finally settled but not without the addition of
Lavery’s name to Poulenc’s score.
As Poulenc composed, he immersed himself in the realm of Italian opera,
knowing that Dialogues would be performed in Italian at its premiere at La Scala. He
explored the works of Verdi and Monteverdi’s Orfeo, taking note of the vocal lines and
14. Claude Gendre,'^Dialogues des Carmelites-, the historical background, literary destiny and
genesis of the opera." in Francis Poulenc: Music. Art and Literature, ed. Sidney Buckland and Myriam
Chimenes (Aldershcn: Ashgate. 1999), 287-88.
15. Richard D.E. Burti>n, Francis Poulenc (Bath: Absolute Press. 2002). 95.
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the specificity of how text was set for the voice. During the process, his level of
insecurity and emotional stability plummeted. It was not only the Lavery dispute that
cau.sed such anxiety but also Poulenc's tumultuous relationship with the salesman Lucien
Roubert. Poulenc was also experiencing what he considered to be extreme, violent
16

illnesses ranging from bladder problems to inflamed tonsils,

He wrote to a number of

friends including his niece Brigitte Manceaux, Bernac, and Auric complaining of his
turmoil and relationship problems while also explaining that the experienced suffering
was necessary in order to compose the opera.

No doubt this climate of anguish is

.<17

necessary for my ladies.

Here, Poulenc's association with quality art, suffering, and

grace is illustrated once more. With his bouts of sickness, deteriorating relationship with
Roubert, doubts regarding the copyrights of Bemanos’s screenplay, and growing stress to
perfect his opera, Poulenc was on the verge of a nervous breakdown. On a tour with
Bernac, Poulenc’s nerves finally got the best of him and he had to return to France to be
hospitalized. After a three-week recovery, Poulenc resumed his composition of the opera
.ylS

and began caring for Roubert, as he had been diagnosed with ""terrible pleurisy.
Roubert’s sickness became another source of suffering that acted as inspiration for
Poulenc’s work; for as Poulenc neared completion, Roubert neared death. Poulenc
finished his three-act opera in August 1955 with the revising and polishing of the score
.19

coinciding with the death of Roubert in October:

The final copy of Les Carmelites was completed (take note) at the very moment
the poor boy breathed his last. I got up from the table and said to my faithful
16. Claude Gendre,'“Dialogues des Carmelites', the historical background, literary destiny and
genesis of the opera,” in Francis Poulenc: Music, Art and Literature, ed. Sidney Buckland and Myriam
Chimenes (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1999), 299.
17. Myriam Chimenes. ed., Francis Poulenc, Correspondatice 1910-1963 (Paris: Fayard, 1994),
216.
18. Gendre, "Dialogues des Carmelites," 304.
19. Ibid.. 306.
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Anna: \ have finished: Monsieur Lucien will die now.’ Who will ever know all
that lies at the secret heart of certain works?"^
The timing of Roubert's death with the completion of the opera is significant in that it
secures Poulenc’s belief that Roubert actually died in his place, an idea already present in
Bernanos’s adaptation of Le Fort's novella and proves to be influential in Poulenc’s
composition.

Naturally, my thoughts often revolve round Lucien and, although I have

made total peace with his memory, the notion that he may have died in my place, and
.21

from what I believed I was suffering from, troubles me deeply,

Poulenc gave

“spiritual significance" to the turmoil he experienced during the years spent composing
his opera, explaining that they were necessary in order for him to write the work.

Even

Bernac acknowledged that Poulenc's suffering aided his writing of a very successful
work:
Those ladies of Compiegne were no strangers to [Poulenc’s] great crisis. If
Blanche de la Force and the first Prioress transmitted to him their fear of death,
one can at least explain it in part by the intensity with which he succeeded in
bringing them to life. On certain evenings when he played his opera for friends
he would be almost in a state of trance.“^
Dialogues des Cannelites contains an easily defined transformation. Blanche’s
spiritual chronicle nearly encompasses the entire plot of the opera. She transforms from a
timid, frightened young woman into a voluntary martyr who approaches the guillotine
with peace and dignity. However, Blanche is not the only character that dramatically
exhibits a metamorphosis. The Mother Superior, or First Prioress, experiences a spiritual
transformation as well; yet her transformation is completely opposite to that of Blanche.

20. Claude Gendre,"Dialogues des Carmelites: the historical background, literary destiny and
genesis of the opera,” in Francis Poulenc: Music, Art and Literature, ed. Sidney Buckland and Myriam
Chimenes (Aldershot: Ashgate. 1999).Ibid., 307.
21. Ibid.
22. Ibid.
23. Ibid.
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While Blanche transforms into a martyr from a young woman scared of her own shadow,
the Carmelite Prioress becomes an individual devoid of religious devotion. Both
transformative experiences will be analyzed in greater depth within this chapter.
The theme of death also plays an integral role in the transformations of both
Blache and the Prioress. In Opera: The Art of Dying, Hutcheon explains that death has
always pervaded opera as an art form, along with love, as it is considered to be a very
powerful theme. She analyzes death’s presentation in the genre and studies audience
reaction. In Dialogues des Carmelites, Hutcheon stresses that Blanche is not terrified of
living, but rather of dying.

The idea that death motivates Blanche’s fear of the world

intensifies her spiritual transformation into a martyr.
Poulenc begins the opera with “pompously rhythmed” motives as described by
Mellers, to evoke the sounds of French baroque opera and to create an atmosphere of Old
France."*’ He argues that the feeling of the bygone way of life is heard as dismpted with
the incessant sixteenth-note thirds occurring simultaneously with the open, spacious
textures of both seventh and fifth intervals (Figure 3). Mellers suggests that such a
26

disruption is representative of the impending evolution from Old to New France.

24. Linda and Michael Hutcheon. Opera: The Art ofDying (Cambridge; Havard University Press.
2004). 15.
25. Wilfrid Mellers. Oxford Studies of Composers: Francis Poulenc (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 199.5). 105.
26. Ibid.
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Figure 3: Dialosues des Carmelites, Rehearsal 1 ~
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Further, at the start of the opera, an evasion of the tonic key (Figure 4)could signify
Blanche’s avoidance of the world and nervous, easily upset nature. Later in the opera.
this serves as a contrast to her newfound resolve and inner peace.
Figure 4: Dialosues des Carmelites, 1 mm. after Rehearsal 4

4^

M M
a

du

:p P

M
re - brousser

che

28

V ;

min, deux foix.

3:

5.

The Mother Superior's transformation is seen at the end of Act One. Her
character only appears twice on stage: first, in her introduction to the audience as a
religiously austere individual, doubting Blanche’s motivation for joining the convent; and
second, at the end of Act One as she experiences extreme religious doubts when faced
with her impending death, exclaiming in reference to God,“Who am I, wretched as I am

27. Francis Poulenc, Dialogues des Carmelites (Universal Music Publishing Ricordi: 1985), 1.
28. Ibid.. 4.
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at this moment, to concern myself with Him! Let Him first concern Himself with me!”"^
Her two appearances on stage help to emphasize her dynamic transformation in a beforeand-after manner.
Poulenc uses musical and vocal contrast to draw parallels between Blanche and
the Prioress, while also stressing their conflicting characteristics of youth vs. old age, and
doubt vs. austerity. During their first interaction on stage, he emphasizes the unstable
psychological state of Blanche through her “tremulous” soprano voice against the Mother
Superior’s deep, resonant sound. Through such opposing characteristics in their vocal
lines, Poulenc exhibits how the life-long surroundings of Blanche and the Prioress have
altered their natures. He also stresses the similarities between the two female characters.
During the Prioress’s death scene and the opera’s first mention of Blanche, the bass line’s
motion is exactly the same, containing falling minor thirds and major second intervals
(Figure 5 as compared to m.1 of Figure 4).

Figure 5: Dialogues des Carmelites, Rehearsal 115
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29. Francis Poulenc, Dialogues of the Carmelites: Ricordi’s Collection of Opera Librettos, trans.
Joseph Machlis (Milano: Ricordi, 1985). 27.
30. Francis Poulenc. Dialogues des Carmelites (Universal Music Publishing Ricordi: 1985), 95.
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The correspondence links the Prioress's religious uncertainty with Blanche’s chronic
fright at the start of her development. Poulenc also includes tritones within the dying
Prioress’s vocal line

an interval commonly acknowledged as the devil’s interval within

music. Mellers perfectly describes the line as a “death rattle,’’ that gives sound to the
31

Mother Superior's religious turmoil.

Her transformation is strengthened by the

dissonant sound's contrast to her previous depth and sonorousness.
A further similarity between Blanche and the Prioress, according to Hutcheon, is
a shared fear of death. The idea is not unsubstantiated as the Prioress’s last words are
44

Beg forgiveness...death...fear...fear of death

and directed to Blanche. Hutcheon

notes that the Prioress's death is not “operatically aestheticized” or “spiritually sanitized,
33

but rather realistic and prosaic, making it difficult to watch.

Despite her religious

standing, she experiences a slow, painful, and lonely death, not dissimilar to that of
Christ’s crucifixion. Bernanos's transference of grace is apparent with the Prioress’s
agonizing, sacrificial death as opposed to Blanche de la Force’s peacefully and quiet
ascension of the scaffold.
Poulenc employs specific tonalities to express deeper religious meaning just as
34

J.S. Bach did in his large-form, religious works of the eighteenth century.

Chafe writes

that such attention to tonalities demonstrates a “level of allegory that represents stages of

3 1. Wilfrid Mellers, Oxford Studies of Composers: Francis Poulenc (Oxford: Oxford University
Press. 1993), 1 12.
32. Francis Pc^ulenc, Dialogues of the Carmelites: Ricordi's Collection of Opera Librettos, trans.
Joseph Machlis (Milano; Ricordi, 1985). 29.
33. Linda Hutcheon and Michael Hutcheon, Opera: The Art of Dying (Cambridge: Havard
University Press. 2004). 27.
34. Helen HtK'kema \an Wyek "Mourning into Dancing: Dance Rhythms in J. S. Bach's \St.
Matthew Passion' 'i'lmral .loioiial -M), mv 3( 1999); 9.
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the inner, spiritual life.

Act One of Dialogues des Cannelites ends with the Prioress’s

death and a B minor triad prolonged over five measures, heard through the ringing of the
convent’s bell. Bach uses the same tonality when characterizing the crucified Christ in
his Johawies-Passion (St. John Passion). Poulenc's belief that grace succeeds turmoil is
apparent through the crucifixion's key ending Act One.
Whereas the Mother Superior's metamorphosis is contained in one act, Blanche’s
transformation spans the entire opera. Her relationship to Sister Constance, the youngest
nun in the convent, exhibits the slow evolution of Blanche’s spiritual transformation.
Constance’s relentless chatter and light-hearted manner is viewed by Blanche as
irreverent and spiteful in light of the increasing illness of the Mother Superior. Blanche
soon admits that she is jealous of Constance’s innocent and pragmatic characteristics.
The short-lived dancing octaves and sixths within her vocal line are similar to those of
Constance and suggest that a gradual and positive evolution is taking place.^^ According
to Mellers, Blanche’s complete transformation is foretold at the beginning of Act Two
.^7

through a cadence in A major with Sister Constance.

However, her insecurities

immediately return when left to pray alone, illustrated by the use of tritones of F minor.
Blanche and Constance later weave crosses of flowers for the burial of the Mother
Superior. As they work, Constance voices her favor of Mere Marie succeeding office as
the Prioress and outwardly ponders the unfortunate end of the late Prioress. She suggests
that maybe such a horrendous death was God’s own mistake, believing the death to be
meant for another, less holy individual. She then asks the question that so strongly

?i5. Eric Chafe. Tonal Allegory in the Vocal Music ofJ.S. Bach (Berkley: University of California
Press. 1991), IS.
.^6. Wilfrid Mellers. Oxford Studies of Composers: Francis Poulenc (Oxford: Oxford University
Press. 199.^). 1 1 1.
.^7. Ibid.. I I .C
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inspired Poulenc as he composed his work—whether or not it is possible for an individual
to die in the place of another. The idea is reminiscent of Le Fort’s criticisms regarding
Bernanos’s treatment of her work, explaining that in The Song at the Scaffoldii is
through God alone, not the death of another human being, that Blanche receives grace
and is able to join her sisters as a martyr. While composing the opera, this idea resonated
with Poulenc, as Roubert's death signified that of the Prioress and Poulenc personified
him.self as Blanche. As previously stated, Poulenc truly believed that Roubert had died in
his place, allowing him to continue composing a grand opera. Further, Blanche’s
evolution is strengthened by her own accidental destruction of God. Due to her
oversensitive nerves, Blanche drops the convent’s clay statue of the Infant Christ when
startled by the sounds of a mob, supported by another appearance of B minor, employed
to express suffering outside of the convent. The statue shatters, visually representing the
death of Christ. As in the Christian belief, salvation through grace must follow the death
of the Savior.
Blanche’s gradual transformation becomes more apparent when her brother visits
the convent in order to persuade her to return home. The Chevalier explains that he no
longer feels that the convent is safe and remarks on the noticeable change in his sister.
,38

saying that she seems more “constrained and ill at ease.

She responds that such a

change is simply cau.sed by her confusion from a newfound sense of freedom. Her
brother leaves believing that his sister has truly conquered her fears, and Blanche
immediately experiences doubts regai'ding her decision to stay in the convent. Poulenc

,3S. Francis Poulenc. Dialogues of the Carmelites: Ricordi's Collection of Opera Librettos, trans.
Joseph Machlis (Milano; Ricordi. mS.S), ,3y.
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includes conflicting major and minor triads when Blanche is not able to pray and
39

experiences such extreme doubts, paralleling his own.
By the time the sisters take the vow of martyrdom, Blanche is so filled with fear
that she runs away from the convent. After hearing that her father has fallen victim to the
guillotine, she returns to her family home, in the hopes that no one will think to look for
the Marquis's daughter at his old estate. The Carmelites are soon imprisoned and the
Prioress reassures her sisters in the key of E minor (the key used by Bach in the
Crucifixus" of his Mass in B Minor) that the first night of such an ordeal is the most
difficult to bear. The nuns impending martyrdom is embraced with the Prioress’s aria
40

ending in the parallel E major.

The gradual employment of specific keys continues the

transformation chronicle of both Poulenc and Blanche. Such duality of parallel major
and minor tonalities emphasizes the grace that directly succeeds suffering.
The final scene of the opera depicts the execution of the Carmelites and thus the
final stage of Blanche's spiritual metamorphosis. As they sing Poulenc’s setting of the
hymn Salve Regina, the sisters mount the scaffold one by one and are executed.
completing their vows of martyrdom. All the while, the intensity of the hymn decreases
with the death of each sister. Sister Constance is the final Carmelite to approach the
guillotine and is not the least suiprised when Sister Blanche suddenly appears by her side.
arriving just in time to join her sisters as a fellow martyr. Constance’s death is perhaps
the most unsettling due to the vibrant youth and eagerness of her character, as well as her
willingness to die for another. The word “Maria” is cut short with the sound of the
guillotine. Only Blanche is left to witness the death of Constance with complete peace
39. Wilfrid Mellers, Oxford Studies of Composers: Francis Poulenc,(Oxford: Oxford University
Press. 1993). 1 19.
40. Ibid.. 123.
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and acceptance. As she ascends the scaffold she does not continue with text from the
Salve Regina, but rather with the ending text of the Veni Creator, singin

Deo Patri sit

Gloria, et Filio, qni a mortuis surrexit, ac Paraclito, In saeculorum saecula / Now to the
Father and the Son, Wlio rose from death, be glory given, with Thou, O Holy Comforter
henceforth by all in earth and heaven.""^* Blanche thinks only of giving glory to God
through her death, not once mentioning the prevailing fears or doubts that had permeated
the entire opera. She does not sing the final “Amen,” as the guillotine drops too soon.
Harmonic closure comes with the offstage choms’s quietly sung, “ah,” and an eightmeasure orchestral postlude followed by an eighth note marked pianissimo. No “Ameh
is heard.
Whereas Le Fort ends her novella with the narrator’s direct address to the
audience, Poulenc ends his opera with a rather sudden conclusion only eight measures
after Blanche’s execution, creating a sense that nothing exists outside the story of the
Carmelites. He purposefully does not provide an opportunity for his audience to regain
any level of emotional security with the absence of an epilogue following secondary
characters or the chorus’s reaction to the nuns’ persecution.
Wilfrid Mellers argues that Dialogues des Carmelites is a psychological work
rather than a religious or political one explaining that with the Revolution’s destmction of
community, tradition, and “spiritual grace,” the people of France struggled to see with
1

what they could replace such things. " While corresponding psychological unrest may
exist within the opera, it is the spiritual journey of Blanche that makes Dialogues des

41. Michael Martin,“Veni Creator Spiritus: Come Holy Spirit Creator Blest,” http://www.preceslatinae.org/thesaurus/Hymni/VeniCreator.html (accessed February 20, 2013).
42. Wilfrid Mellers, Oxford Studies of Composers: Francis Poulenc(Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1993), 125.
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Carmelites so memorable and moving. The work’s heavy reliance on the themes of
4^

suffering and grace,

both requirements of a religious rebirth in the eyes of Roman

Catholicism, along with the simple plot of the work prove that while Poulenc may have
drawn attention to the transformation that his country experienced during their
Revolution, he sought to stress the spiritual evolution of Blanche de la Force into a
martyr and receiver of grace.

4.^. Richard D.E. Burton. Francis Poulenc (Bath: Absolute Press. 2002). 99.
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Psychological Transformation in La Voix humaine

With the success of Dialogues des Carmelites, Poulenc’s international career
began. Productions were soon staged from Paris to San Francisco in 1958 with renowned
singers such as Leontyne Price and Joan Sutherland performing leading roles. However,
Poulenc's level of depression did not diminish with the increase of success as he
constantly suffered from religious doubts. He found solace in tranquilizers and a new
relationship with a young infantryman by the name of Louis Gautier, yet he continuously
1

worried that the relationship was too good to be true, adding to his melancholy.
Interestingly, not only Poulenc was depressed during the time that Dialogues des
Carmelites reached its high level of success, for Denise Duval was also experiencing
relationship problems. She and Poulenc were unknowingly in need of an outlet for their
anguish and soon found it in a one-act drama starring themes of loss, femininity ,and
transformation.
Enter Jean Cocteau: the artistic genius so strongly associated with the names and
faces of 1920s Paris, such as Pablo Picasso, Coco Chanel, Edith Piaf, and Jean Hugo.
Cocteau is known for his work as a poet, novelist, librettist, playwright, and director for
both the stage and screen.

1 . Benjamin Ivry, Francis Poulenc (Singapore: Phaidon Press Limited, 1996), 194-202.
2. Denis Waleckx. “A musical confession': Poulenc. Cocteau and La VoLx humaine," in Francis
Poulenc: Music, Art anti Literature, cd. Sidney Buckland and Myriam Chimenes (Aldershot: Ashgate,
1999). 321 .
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Cocteau and Poulenc were hardly unknown to one another. It was Cocteau’s
publication Le Coq et /'arleqiiin (1918) that was seen as the “manifesto” of Les Six even
before the group's creation.^ In this essay, Cocteau expressed his disdain of both
‘Wagnerism’ and ‘Debussyism' and their influence on the modem French music of the
time. He also stressed both his preference for directness of emotion versus
impressionistic ideas of suggestion, and his beliefs of definition and refinement as
superior musical characteristics.*^ It was ideas such as these that made great impressions
on Poulenc's own musical priorities.
Before working together on La Voix humaine, Poulenc and Cocteau had
collaborated on several projects. The members of Les Six, excluding Louis Durey,^
joined forces on the ballet Les Maries de la Tour Eiffel(1921) set to a text by Cocteau
quite early in Poulenc's career. Even earlier in 1919, Poulenc wrote three melodies using
the poetry of Cocteau entitled Cocardes, giving the first performance in 1920.^ Being the
only melodies in which Poulenc used Cocteau’s work as a source of text, it was not until
La Voix humaine that the two artists would next collaborate.
Like Poulenc, Cocteau was also born in Paris in 1889 to a bourgeois family.
He grew up in a very Parisian setting, attending all forms of theatre and surrounding
himself with the company of fellow artists. While attending the circus during his
childhood years, he developed a love for the “brilliant acts of defiance” of the tightrope
walkers, acrobats, and other performers and was fascinated by the culture of the theatre.^

3. Richard D.E. Burton, Francis Poulenc (Bath: Absolute Press, 2002), 33.
4. Ibid.
5. Ibid.. 36.
6. PieiTc Bernac. Francis Poulenc: The Man and his Songs, trans. Winifred Radford (London:
Kahn & Averill, 2001), 183.
7. Wallace Fowlie. Jean Cocteau: The History of a Poet's Age (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press. 1966). 13.
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His fascination grew to understanding with his eventual participation in the theatre. He
soon became known as a “principal actor" of Paris in the twentieth century before the
outbreak of the first World War.^ His first collection of poetry was published when he
was only sixteen years old and received nods from actors such as Edouard de Max of the
Comedie-Fran^'ciise"^ During his teens, Cocteau became associated with the likes of
Apollinaire, Amedeo Modigliani, Max Jacob, and Pablo Picasso as he spent time in
Montparnasse. In short, Cocteau was immersed in art culture and successfully living the
life of an artist.
Cocteau and Poulenc's similarities are not limited to place of birth—both men
experienced a religious conversion to Catholicism, a religion that forbade their
homosexual relationships. It was at a poetry reading in 1919 that Cocteau crossed paths
with his future lover, the fifteen-year-old poet Raymond Radiguet. The two became
inseparable. Together, they attended concerts and the theatre and spent their evenings at
10

Le Boeufsur le Toit. Radiguet even joined Cocteau in the meetings of Les Six.
Both men affected one another artistically. Cocteau urged Radiguet to defend
simplicity of form as artistically superior (views quite similar to his own in Le Coq et
Varlequin) in order to stand out from artists his own age. Fowlie writes that Radiguet
proved to be an “example" for Cocteau, teaching him that “an artist should lean on
nothing, that the artist’s solitude is fertile and indispensable,” yet he also believes it to be
impossible to name a specific aesthetic effect of Radiguet within Cocteau’s work,

He

does acknowledge, however, that their intimate relationship and Radiguet’s early death

8. Wallace Fowlie, Jean Cocteau: The History ofa Poet's Age (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press. 1966). 12.
9. Ibid .17.
10. Margaret Crosland. Jean Cocteau (New York: Alfred A. Knopf. 1956), 67.
1 1 . Fowlie. Jean Cocteau: The History of a Poet's Age. 22.
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affected Cocteau very deeply. Crosland notes that it was Radiguet who encouraged
12

Cocteau to simply write his first two novels: Le Grand Ecart and Thomas ITmposteur,
She finds another infiuencc of Radiguet in the work of Cocteau writing that ''La Voix
humciinc was a continuation of Radiguet's belief that one must always shock the young
avant-garde, who are convinced that they alone have the privilege of ever surprising
anyone.
Raymond Radiguet died in 1923. Cocteau never saw his lover’s corpse or
attended his funeral. One month later, he found solace in the drug opium,introduced to
him by the French musicologist Louis Laloy.**^ The significance of Laloy is in his
association with the Maritains, the couple known for their aid in the religious conversions
of artists and intellectuals to Catholicism. With the death of Radiguet came Cocteau’s
15

addiction to opium and his need for “a period of cure.

Such circumstances provided

the perfect setting for the Maritains to convince an artist that a spiritual conversion was
necessary to relieve such grief and suffering.
Jean Cocteau met Jacques Maritain for the first time when Maritain visited him
16

during his time spent in the sanatorium.

Cocteau soon engaged in religious practice,

giving his confession and taking communion in June 1925. However, he continued to
pursue relationships with younger men and partake of opium.’^ Soon after his conversion
experience, Cocteau began to write his side of the published letters, Lettre a Jacques
Maritain (1926), describing the experience in dramatic detail. While he stated that his art

12. Margaret Crosland. Jean Cocteau (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1956), 71.
13. Ibid.. 95-96.
14. Riehard D.E. Burton, Francis Poulenc (Bath: Absolute Press, 2002),46.
15. Wallace Fowlie. Jean Cocteau: The History of a Poet's Age (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press. 1966). 23.
16. Ibid.
17. Burton. Francis Poulenc. 48.
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was now created for God's sake, he ignored subjects pertaining to drug use and sexuality
and for the next several years, continued to take communion (sometimes under the
influence of opium) and lived a homosexual lifestyle. In 1927, the same year that
Cocteau wrote La Voi.x hiirnaine, he received a letter from Maritain explaining that
homosexuality was “an infraction of both the divine and the natural order.” Cocteau’s
18

reply showed no remorse and stressed his preference for the male physique.
Cocteau's relationship with the Maritains ended with his publication of Le Livre
hlanc in which he explicitly gave an account of and defended his homosexuality.
Although Maritain wrote to Cocteau attempting to dissuade him from publishing the
work, Cocteau continued with the project and replied: “Follow your road without
compromise and let me follow my own. In imitating yours I would distort myself and
,,19

distort human beings as they are.

After the publication of Letire a Jacques Maritain, Cocteau decided to finally end
his addiction to opium. Although he found it increased his work speed and thought
process unlike many users of the particular substance, Cocteau decided to cease using
the drug because of its negative effects on his overall health. He wrote about the process
in Opium (1930). This memoire deals more with his severance of the drug than his actual
usage. Cocteau believed that the drug had “revealed to him new vistas in his own being.
21

He wrote that if his work ever required the use of the drug, he would smoke again.
The events of Radiguet’s sudden death along with an addiction to opium and a
dramatic conversion to Catholicism, significantly influenced Cocteau and his artistic

18. Richard D.E. Burton, Francis Poulenc (Bath: Absolute Press, 2002), 49.
19. Ibid., 50.
20. Margaret Crosland, Jean Cocteau (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1956), 92.
21 . Ibid., 9.^.
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output. In particular. La Voix huniaine (1927) was clearly one of those affected works.
The plot of this one-act play consists of a young woman talking to her ex-lover on the
telephone. Limited by only one side of the conversation, the audience learns that she has
attempted suicide and that her lover has left her for another woman. The play deals with
the loss of a loved one and a frail state of mind, signaling an influence of Cocteau’s
vulnerable state of loss and suffering in the years that led up to its creation. His state of
vulnerability also parallels both Poulenc’s and Duval’s feelings of despondency leading
to the creation of the opera. It is also interesting to note that while Cocteau wrote his
drama under the influence of opium, Poulenc composed his opera under the influence of
tranquilizers.
Throughout this chapter for the sake of ease, the female protagonist of La Voix
humaine will sometimes be referred to as “Elle,” while the male will be referred to as
Lui” or cheri," as is done by both musicologists and performers when studying or
discussing this work. The general French pronoun elle (she) may refer to a single woman
or any woman,just as lui(him) may refer specifically to one man or encompass any man.
However, sympathy immediately lies with the female character in the use of “she/him,”
establishing the male as a specific outsider versus “she/he,” two general, allencompassing pronouns. By purposefully naming the characters as he did, Cocteau
maintained a sense of anonymity and achieved a universal relation to his audience.
It was not until after he ended his drug use that Cocteau presented La Voix
humaine, reading his work to the selection committee of the Comedie-Frangaise, the only
22

venue that allowed the performance of one-act plays at the time.

La Voix humaine was

a perfect representation of Cocteau’s “guillotine policy,” a belief that an artist’s new
22. Margaret Crosland, Jean Cocteau (New York; Alfred A. Knopf, 1956), 95.
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work should venture far from his/her previous creation in order to ensure that no one
believed it to be an imitation or copy of his/her last."’^ The play proved very successful
and Cocteau considered it to be the first work that tmly pleased his publics
With the first performance of the play, Cocteau’s audience grew and developed.
Indeed, audiences had grown accustomed to innovation in the theatre. After attending a
performance of Poulenc's Les Biches (1924), Cocteau heard an audience member
25

describing the work as “too naive" for her taste." La Voix humaine was a demonstration
of Cocteau's belief in shocking the elite rather than the public. The shock quality must
have been prompted by Cocteau's simplistic approach to the play, rather than his usual
inclusion of mechanical effects. In the work's preface, he stresses the use of all things
ordinary: one character, one side of dialogue, and one room. All of these elements are
regarded as simplistic with the addition of a modem object of the time—the telephone.
Also in his preface, Cocteau instructs the actress to change positions throughout
the work and urges the singer to do the same in the operatic production. “For a while, she
will speak standing, sitting, back to the audience, then full face, profile, on her knees
behind the back of an armchair, head hidden from view, leaning against the back of a
„26

chair.

Cocteau believed the actress’s different poses added stmcture to the play.

explaining that they were actually “phases” in the development of the dialogue and
27

conversation.

He created a work that allowed the actress to express her own theatrical

23. Margaret Crosland. Jean Cocteau (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1956), 94.
24. Ibid., 97.
25. Ibid.. 98.
26. Franei.s Poulene. The Human Voice (La Voix humaine): Ricordi's Collection of Opera
Librettos, Original French Text and English Translation, irans. Joseph Machlis(New York: Ricordi, 1977),
5.
27. Denis Waleckx. “A musieal eonfession': Poulenc. Cocteau and La Voix humaine," in Francis
Poulenc: Music, Art and Literature, ed. Sidney Buckland and Myriam Chimenes (Aldershot: Ashgate,
1999). ^25.
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interpretation just as Poulenc would later include instances within his opera that gave the
singer complete musical control. Both the play and opera allow for significant influences
from both actress and singer.
It is important to note Denise Duval's influence on La Voixhimaine. While
Poulenc did write the characters Therese and Blanche de la Force with her voice in mind,
he did not closely collaborate with her as he did for the voice of Elle. As previously
mentioned, both Poulenc and Duval experienced relationship problems before and during
the composition of the opera. They embarked on the work together, believing that only
real life experiences could contribute to any possible audience empathy towards Elle.
“One cannot sing [a role like that] without having intimately lived through a similar
drama in real life...I'm sure I could never have given the same interpretation without the
i28

emotional drama I was actually experiencing at the time.

According to Duval, Poulenc

shared new music with her every day during composition:
Now and then 1 would ask him to change a note or a passage so as to find a more
perfect harmony with my voice. It was a unique experience, participating so
closely in the gestation and actual birth of the work.^^
When Poulenc began composing his opera in 1958, his success was nearly
guaranteed with the use of Cocteau's well-written and well-received drama. However,
during the course of composing his opera, Poulenc faced challenges that Cocteau did not
encounter while writing his one-act play. Specifically, Poulenc’s source of text was a
convoluted, disjointed, one-sided conversation. He had to compose music that was
unmetered enough to be heard as natural, colloquial speech, while not sounding

28. Denis Waleckx,"A musical confession’: Poulenc, Cocteau and La Voixhumaine,'' in Francis
Poulenc: Music, Art and Literature, ed. Sidney Buckland and Myriam Chimenes (Aldershot: Ashgate,
199^^). .^22.
29. Ibid.
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improvised or obscure. In a letter to Louis Aragon, Poulenc explained the difficulty in
setting Cocteau's text for his opera: “His phrases are so logical, so human,so charged
with implications, that I have had to write a rigorously organized score, full of
<,30

suspense.

The “implications” Poulenc mentions may very well be Cocteau’s inclusion

of prominent silences that signal the unheard voice on the opposite end of the telephone.
For Poulenc, such silences only proved to be obstacles when creating a musically
coherent work that maintained audience attention and interest. A decision had to be
made whether to include orchestral interludes or to have complete musical silence while
the unseen male was speaking to the female protagonist. Both instances exist throughout
the opera, and Poulenc made his decisions based on the progress of dramatic intensity
rather than what was more musically acceptable.
American soprano, Amy Burton, explained how she interpreted the different
lengths of silences in her Glimmerglass Opera performance of L^r Voix liumaine^^:
Silence is a very powerful tool. Composers use it. I’ve found, when creating a
sense of loss. I remember many different kinds of silence in [La Voix]. The one
that stands out in my mind is after File tries to eat something—I was cutting a
tomato, really to show how she was trying to live a normal life, carrying on.
Then, as I was about to eat it, I dropped the fork and ran to the bathroom and
slammed the door, staying in there for about 30-40 seconds, an eternity onstage.
That was a huge liberty the director and I took - with a pause marked with a
fermata. You could have heard a pin drop while the audience waited for Elle to
emerge.
As Poulenc began constructing the libretto, he borrowed Cocteau’s phase concept.
His decision to do so not only made for easy collaboration with Cocteau, but also gave a

30. Wilfrid Mellens. Oxford Studies of Composers: Francis Poulenc {Oxford: Oxford University
Press. 1993). 128.
31 . Amy Burton also stressed a “hierarchy'’ of pauses that she and her conductor, Pierre Vallet,
implemented in their production. “From longest to shortest are: the regular birdseye fermata. the squaredoff fermata. ihe V and finally the comma.”
32. Amy Burton, email message to author. February 4, 2013.
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clear structure to the opera: “The term is particularly well adapted to the needs of the
play...conveying enough structure in the mind of both author and composer to enable
them to work together on it.”

The idea of structuring the opera in phases also helped

Poulenc when making significant cuts. Waleckx includes a chart in his chapter that
summarizes the dialogue of the woman on the telephone according to Cocteau’s play and
compares it to Poulenc's libretto. The chart contains twenty-three phases, beginning with
“telephone problems" and ending with the "farewell phase.” Waleckx then categorizes
each as either a chronological, psychological evolution, social interaction, or telephone
problem phase and explains that each type has a specific role in developing drama and
plot.
Many of Cocteau’s phases contain “insignificant cuts” or are completely omitted
in Poulenc’s libretto. While both the chronological and telephone problem phases were
inconsiderably altered, the psychological phases were significantly edited and in some
instances, omitted completely. For instance, Cocteau writes of the heroine secretly
keeping a pair of her ex-lover’s gloves after he asks if she has found them. She kisses the
gloves and lies, saying she has not seen them. Poulenc did not include such events in his
libretto. Waleckx labels the occurrence as the “fetishist phase,” arguing that Poulenc’s
omission of it and other similar phases diminishes any psychological transformation that
may occur in the opera’s heroine. He views Poulenc’s female character as less deluded
and traumatized than that of Cocteau.'*'^ While Waleckx believes that Poulenc’s
protagonist is more easily sympathized with than Cocteau’s heroine due to less

.^3. Denis Waleckx. “A musical confession’: Poulenc. Cocteau and La Voix humaine'' in Francis
Poulenc Music, Art ami Literature, cd. Sidney Buckland and Myriam Chimenes (Aldershot: Ashgate,
1999). M5.
^4. Ihul.. .^2.'S-2S.
VS Ihid.. ,VV).
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psychological dcvclopmcm, he also writes of Poulenc’s assertion that the drama of the
opera should come hcforc its musicality.^^ Would a composer who is more concerned
with the drama o{' an opera rather than its music not strive for some sense of change or
development in his/her leading character? While the heroines of Cocteau and Poulenc
may differ in le\ els of hysteria, both experience psychological transformation.
Transformation is seen in the general nature of the heroines in both the play and
the opera

each woman is view ed as bipolar. At one moment she is dancing to a waltz

that only she can hear and within the next, is seen lying on the floor silently and
uncontrollably w eeping. The metamorphosis is constant and ever present. By simply
adopting Cocteau's plot, Poulenc's character already has a transformative disposition.
Even Waleckx agrees that the bipolar tendencies of the character are emphasized in
Poulenc’s music: “All the emotions of this woman in distress are translated musically by
adopting a corresponding tone. These often contradictory emotions are juxtaposed and
M

jostle with each other."

Whether or not the woman on the telephone is a dynamic

character, she does experience transformation through her bipolar temperament. Poulenc
may have rejected some of Cocteau’s phases that dealt with Elle’s psychological
transformation, but he accepted and featured her bipolar nature within his music.
Poulenc showcases such a disposition throughout his opera. Mellers points out
38

that within the first minutes of the work both frantic and calm emotions are displayed.

For instance, the protagonist's first dialogue is directed towards a third party who seems

36. Denis Waleckx."A musical confession’: Poulenc, Cocteau and La VoLx fmmaine," m Fjwicis
Poulenc: Music. Art and Literature, cd. Sidney Buckland and Myriam Chimenes (Aldershot: Ashgate,
1999). 331 .
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3S. Wilfrid Mellers. Oxford Studies of Composers: Francis Poulenc (Oxford: Oxford University
Press. 1993). 131 .
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to be monopolizing the telephone line. Poulenc's included description of frw
agitated is heard as Elle unsuccessfully tries to convince Lui to hangup. Each of her
vocal passages gradually rises in pitch just as natural speech tends to do with increasing
anger or frustration (Figure 6).

Figure 6: La Voi.x hiiniainc, 5 mm. before Rehearsal 6
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39. Francis Poulenc. La Voi.x liiimaine (Paris: Ricordi, 1958), 2-3.
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However, the moment she begins talking to her ex-lover, the contour of the vocal
passages becomes more tliiid with both ascending and descending intervals, immediately
dissipating the built-up aggra\ ation that was present in her previous conversation (Figure
7).

Figure 7: La Voix hiunaiue, 1 m. before Rehearsal 9
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Elle’s vocal line maintains a sense of lyricism in the manner of an arioso while
she speaks to Lui. The orchestra stops playing during the time that the two relay trivial
information regarding the man's work; yet at the first sign of a possible telephone
disconnection, the orchestra unexpectedly enters with the musical direction
angoisse/ixnx'ious\y and three measures of diminished chords. Transformation is seen in
the protagonist's sudden flip from steady, contoured, intelligibly sung dialogue to
I

breathless, frantic phrases separated by eighth and sixteenth rests that, again, rise in pitch
with escalating worry and fear. Over the sounds of unsettling diminished chords, the
woman begs her ex-lover to call again if they are disconnected. Lyricism, contour, and
sanity all immediately return within the next measure as soon as the telephone connection

40. tTaiK'is Ptnilcnc. La Voi.x humaiue (Paris: Ricordi, 1958), 4.
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is reestablished (I'igiirc 8). Such sudden musical shifts within the vocal line highlight the
bipolar and translormatix e nature of Elle.

Figure 8: La
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Mellers further examines the manic-depressive characteristics of the score with
regards to the “single chromatic strand” that is heard in the orchestra as the male
character mentions his bag and the still-existing letters the female protagonist and
himself.

42

Poulenc's musical direction of the chromatic passage, marked tres calme et

morne, comes directly after Elle's sudden hysteria at the faulty telephone connection.
The “calm and bleak” sentiment eventually gives way to a new emotional charge of
romance as the protagonist recounts a time spent with her “c/ter/” in Versailles. The

41

Francis Poulenc, La Voi.x humaiue (Paris: Ricordi, 1958), 10.

42 Willrid MclIcrs. Oxford Studies of Composers: Fra/ic/.’f Ppiy/f/ic (Oxford; Oxford University
Press. 1991). 112.
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music is written in C-sharp minor, a key Poulenc utilized in many of his melodies that
dealt with the theme of love. Mellers notes that it is the protagonist’s own self¬
degradation that spurs the emotional transformation to a sound of “lyrical
efflorescence,

,■.43

another example of constant metamorphosis in the female character.

The plot continues with the loss of the telephone connection. Through a short
phone conversation with her ex-lover’s assistant, Joseph, the protagonist learns that Lui is
not calling from where she believed. He has been lying about his whereabouts
throughout their conversation. He soon calls back and their conversation continues as it
had, but the man detects a change in the woman’s voice. Elle begins protesting that
everything is fine and that nothing has changed, but distress soon causes her to inform
him of her attempted suicide the previous night. She explains that she had intended to
take only one pill to aid in her sleep but instead swallowed a dozen in the hope that she
would sleep without ever waking, without dreaming. However, Elle does dream during
the night and conveys that it consisted of her lover leaving. Despite the significance of
the protagonist’s avoidance and experience of dreaming, Waleckx classifies this point in
the plot as the “truth phase.

,44

He identifies Cocteau’s “dream phase” as being

completely omitted in Poulenc’s libretto, using the fact to support his claim that Poulenc
was not committed to the psychological transformation of Elle.

45

However, Poulenc

creates a “dream phase” of his own that features the constant psychological evolution and
bipolar temperament of the female protagonist so prevalent in Cocteau’s drama.

43. Wilfrid Mellers, Oxford Studies of Composers: Francis Poulenc (Oxford: Oxford University
Press. 1993). 132.
44. Denis Waleckx, “A musical confession’: Poulenc, Cocteau and La Voix humaine" in Francis
Poulenc: Music, Art and Literature, ed. Sidney Buckland and Myriam Chimenes (Aldershot: Ashgate,
1999). 327.
45. Ibid., 330.
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Poulenc's “dream phase” is arguably found in the waltz-styled music heard in the
orchestra as the woman details the events dreamt while under the influence of twelve
sleeping pills. Again, her inconsistently changing emotions are emphasized, this time
with the abruptness of the waltz's entrance. The waltz seems sudden and misplaced with
the recitative-like qualities found in the directly preceding vocal line’s unmetered feeling
and the orchestration’s short interludes dividing each mini-phrase of text. It enters in a
twelve-eight time signature that is reminiscent of both the style of Edith Piaf and
46

Sibelius’s Valse triste.

Both the blissful past and harsh reality are heard in the dance-

like quality that comes with the use of the waltz and the protagonist’s realization that her
horrible dream has actually come true. Mellers writes that the constant shifting between
the tonalities of C minor and A-flat major supports the continual transformation so
prevalent in the protagonist’s character. He also explains that the alternation between the
two tonalities showcases the woman’s dual motives of relaying the truth of her attempted
47

suicide while also concealing her pain of losing her lover.

Further qualities of

transformation are apparent within the score.
Poulenc not only depicts transformation through the conflicting characteristics of
his music and the vocal passages of Elle, but he also includes specific chord progressions
first heard in Dialogues des Carmelites, a work in which the theme of transformation was
integral. Poulenc purposefully utilized the progression at critical points in both librettos'
plots, which is a testament to the psychological transformation that occurs in La Voix
humaine. For example, Poulenc places the progression within La Voix hmuaitie's

46. Denise Duval. .Sophie Fournier, and Alexandre Tliaraud, Denise Duval: Lm Voix hnniaine,
DVD. direcled by Dominique Delouehe (Paris: Doriane Films and Les Films du Prieure. 1498).
47. Wilfrid Mellers. Oxford Studies of Composers: Francis Poulenc (Oxford: Oxford University
Pre.ss. 1993).
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orchestration twice in a row as the soprano sings the repeated word,""Cheri,"' after telling
him of her attempted suicide (Figure 9).
Figure 9: La Voix hiimaine, 1 m. after Rehearsal 64
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In Dialogues des Carmelites, Poulenc chooses the exact same chord progression to
Blanche’s text that immediately follows the Prioress’s death (Figure 10): “Our Reverend
„49

Mother wants...Our Reverend Mother wanted...would have wanted...
Figure 10: Dialogues des Carmelites, Rehearsal 12
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Elle hears the chord progression as she experiences life without her lover, realizing that
her nightmare has come true and that even her own death will not bring reconciliation.
Blanche is also conscious of loss when the progression is played. She not only loses an
authority figure with the death of the Reverend Mother, but also loses a sense of security
»51

at the Prioress’s last words,“Beg forgiveness ... death ... fear...fear of death!...

And

yet, it is from the sense of loss and suffering that comes the experience of grace, causing
rebirth and transformation. Burton stresses the powerful tie between the two as being the
52

concentrated theme in Dialogues des Carmelites.

Blanche is a character that outwardly

exhibits inner transformation with her public acceptance of becoming a martyr as she
ascends the scaffold. It is not a coincidence that Poulenc utilized the same chords when
developing the character of Elle. Both women suffer and experience loss and although
Elle may not display transformation as grandiosely as Blanche, she still exhibits a
dynamic change apparent through Poulenc’s musical parallel of the two characters and
use of the exact same chord progression.
In setting Cocteau’s drama, Poulenc’s opera contains the theme of transformation
within the plot. Through the course of the one-sided dialogue, listeners realize that the
protagonist’s suicide attempt proved to be a failure because of her inability to accomplish
anything on her own. She references her lack of courage throughout the drama: ‘7^
n 'avais plus le courage de mourir seule...A lacked the courage to die alone...

One

could argue that there exists the possibility of a second suicide attempt that displays a

51. Francis Poulenc, Dialogues of the Carmelites: Ricordi’s Collection of Opera Librettos, trans.
Joseph Machlis (Milano: Ricordi, 1985), 29.
52. Richard D.E. Burton, Francis Poulenc (Bath: Absolute Press. 2002), 99.
53. Francis Poulenc, The Human Voice (La Voi.x humaine): Ricordi’s Collection of Opera
Librettos, trans. Joseph Machlis(New York: Ricordi, 1977). 1 1.
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transformation from a complete lack of self-esteem to a slight level of courage within
Elle. In the midst of their conversation, the woman recognizes that the only thing that
still binds them together is the cord of the telephone. Elle slowly winds the cord around
her neck and eerily tells her ex-lover that she can feel his voice surrounding it. If the
faulty connection of telephone represents the disintegrating relationship of the heroine
and her ex-lover,

it seems that Elle nearly kills herself with what is left of her

relationship with Lui since she lacks the courage to die alone. Death would be
accomplished with the help of the telephone cord and his voice. Elle could possess her
lover eternally by involving him in her death, but she never makes the ultimate decision
to do so. It is not until she finally drops the telephone at the end of their conversation that
a dynamic change is witnessed in her character. When asked to discuss her personal
experience of metamorphosis in La Voix humaine, soprano Amy Burton mentioned an
inner transformation in the character of Elle:
Through the course of the opera she takes each blow and then settles for less and
less from him, finally finding a sensual connection with his voice (through the
wire) wrapped around her throat. The implied suicide - not a foregone
conclusion, by the way - is a death, but not necessarily of the body. Her spirit is
ready to die."'"’
Burton also shared that when she sang the title role of Elle in La Voix humaine, she
dressed in Lui’s favorite dress, adorned a coat and gloves, put on makeup, and sat on the
couch after the phone conversation in order to stress the “soldiering on” of Elle rather
56

than a continuation of her despondency.

54. Denis Waleckx,“A musical confession’: Poulenc, Cocteau and La Voix humaine'' in Francis
Poulenc: Music, Art and Literature, ed. Sidney Buckland and Myriam Chimenes (Aldershot: Ashgate,
1999). 329.
55. Amy Burton, email message to author, February 4, 2013.
56. Ibid.
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Transformation may not be as readily apparent in La Voix humaine as it is in
Poulenc’s two other operas, yet it still exists. By adopting Cocteau’s all-inclusive female
character, Poulenc's work contained a bipolar disposition—a constant metamorphosis
that was purposefully featured within his music. A dynamic, transformative quality
comes with Elle’s decision to attempt an existence without Lui, whereas in the beginning
of the opera even death could not be accomplished without him.
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Conclusion

The theme of transformation is apparent in each of Poulenc’s three operas.
Poulenc experienced inner conflict throughout his life in his consecration to Catholicism
as well as his homosexuality, giving meaning to Rostand’s le moine, le voyou
terminology. Such opposition also presents itself in his ability to compose works of the
utmost hilarity to those of extreme religious reverence. His conflicting traits create a
sense of duality that Poulenc himself even acknowledged, which is evidenced in each of
his operatic compositions through the themes of gender, spiritual, and psychological
transformation.
In sum, Therese’s two gender reversals depict the double-sidedness of Poulenc’s
sexuality, as well as his embodiment of both sexes in his relation of musical composition
to the birthing process. Blanche de la Force ultimately finds peace as a Carmelite martyr,
despite her initial fear of both death and life, paralleling Poulenc’s spiritual
transformation and the grace and empathy he believed to have received from the Black
Virgin at Rocamadour. Finally, File’s constant emotional metamorphosis, or bipolar
tendency, is telling of Poulenc’s psychological distress, erratic susceptibility, and
conflicting le moine and le voyou desires.
Within each opera, Poulenc only voiced his personal suffering within a female
character’s transformation, stressing the empathy and strength he found in feminine
figures throughout his life, such as patron Princesse Edmond de Polignac, childhood
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sweetheart Raymonde Linossier, bookseller Adrienne Monnier, close friend and soprano
Denise Duval, and the Black Virgin of Rocamadour. Poulenc also exhibited his Christian
belief that grace succeeds a time of turmoil in each female character’s metamorphosis
occurring only after a period of suffering. Such particular thematic characteristics set
Poulenc apart from his contemporaries who may have also used their sexual, religious, or
psychological suffering as artistic inspiration.
Poulenc’s sexual identity, religious conversion, and psychological unrest were
unlike those of other artists of the time, in that he found empathy within female figures
and portrayed his suffering through their on-stage transformations.
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